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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This project is centered around examining the root of 
gender stereotyping and discrimination. It entails an 
account for the heteronormative matrix as an inhibiting 
norm that was coined by Judith Butler. This ground-
giving model will be explored and then applied to 
Simon Baron-Cohen who participates in the project as a 
representation of the heteronormative matrix. Cordelia 
Fine allows us to understand how the matrix influences 
our way of thinking and performing gender. Gender 
neutrality is then examined as a possible solution to this 
production and reproduction of the inhibiting hetero 
norm. We conclude that heteronormativity is 
contributing to gender inequality through the notion of 
inherent gender differences which triggers unjust 
distribution of privileges. We have found gender 
neutrality to be a sensible solution to this problem, but 
such a solution would necessitate improvements in its 
method of branding and spreading strategies.  
 
 
 
SUMMARY IN DANISH 
 
 
Dette projekts omdrejningspunkt er heteronormativitet 
og hvorledes dette bidrager til kønsorienteret 
stereotypificering, ulighed og diskrimination. Projektet 
tager udgangspunkt i Judith Butlers teorier om køn som 
social konstruktion. Disse teorier er gennemløbende i 
projektet, hvorved Simon Baron-Cohen er benyttet som 
repræsentant for heteronormativiteten. Endvidere er 
Cordelia Fine benyttet til at kritisere tankegangen og 
standpunktet, samt for at belyse mulige løsninger på det 
konstruerede køn. Dette er hvor kønsneutralitet kommer 
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ind, et koncept hvis idégrundlag bliver vægtet og 
bedømt med henblik på en bedømmelse vedrørende dets 
validitet som løsningsforslag. Ud fra denne metode 
konkluderer vi at heteronormativitet bidrager til 
kønsorienteret stereotypificering, ulighed og 
diskrimination i og med at opstillingen af en norm 
inkluderer en udelukkelse af bestemte individer. 
Endvidere agerer det som en hæmmende faktor for 
subjekter og tilbageholder individets frie udfoldelse. 
Projektet finder kønsneutrale tiltag som en fornuftig 
løsning, men fremhæver problematikken ved dette, 
eftersom en gennemgående samfundsmæssig forståelse 
er nødvendig for at den ønskede effekt kan opnås og 
derfor må de kønsneutrale politiske strategier gås efter i 
sømmene. 
 
 
 
 
 
SUMMARY IN SPANISH 
 
 
El foco central de este proyecto es la heteronormatividad 
y de como ésta contribuye a la estereotipación de la 
orientación de nuestro género, así como a la desigualdad 
y la discriminación. El proyecto tiene como base las 
teorías de Judith Butler sobre cómo el género es 
construido socialmente. Estas teorías continúan a lo 
largo del proyecto, en el cual Simon Baron-Cohen es la 
representación de la heteronormatividad. Más adelante, 
la teoría de Cordelia Fine es usada como guía principal 
de este proyecto, siguiendo su pensamiento, que da luz a 
posibles soluciones para la deconstrucción del género Es 
aquí donde la neutralidad de género toma importancia, 
un concepto cuya misión será evaluada y sopesada como 
posible solución a la desigualdad de género. Mediante 
este método, hemos sido capaces de concluir que la 
heteronormatividad contribuye a la estereotipación de la 
orientación de género.a la desigualdad y a la 
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discriminación ya que el establecimiento de una norma 
constituye la exclusión de ciertos individuos. Además, 
actúa como factor inhibidor para personas, manteniendo 
la individualidad. Con este proyecto, consideramos la 
neutralidad como una sensata solución, pero queremos 
enfatizar los problemas de esta posible solución, y sobre 
todo, sería necesaria la comprensión por parte de la 
sociedad si se desea conseguir los efectos que ésta 
persigue. 
 
 
 
SUMMARY IN GERMAN 
 
 
Dieses Projekt dreht sich um die Wurzeln 
geschlechtsbedingter Diskriminierung und 
geschlechtsorientierter Stereotypen. Es beinhaltet eine 
Darstellung der von Judith Butler ins Leben gerufenen 
heteronormativen Matrix als eine hindernde Norm. 
Dieses grundlegenede Model wird untersucht und dann 
mit Simon Baron-Cohen in Verbindung gebracht, der in 
diesem Projekt als ein Representant der 
heteronormativen Denkweise fungiert. Cordelia Fine 
wird uns vor Augen führen wie die genannte Matrix 
unser Denken und unsere eigene 
Geschlechterperformance beeinflusst. Als eine mögliche 
Lösung für die ständige Produktion und Reproduktion 
der hemmenden Heteronorm, wird 
Geschlechtsneutralität untersucht. Die Konklusion 
dieses Projektes ist, dass Heteronormativität zu 
Geschlechtsungleichheit beiträgt, da sie die Vorstellung 
von angeborenen, geschlechtsbedingten Unterschieden 
vermittelt, was zur ungerechten Verteilung von 
Privilegien führen kann. Die Bewegung der 
Geschlechtsneutralität halten wir für einen guten 
Lösungsansatz, der allerdings in seinen Strategien noch 
Verbesserungpotential aufweist.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
We are, after decades of various struggles for equality, 
still living in a society where discrimination is present 
due to an individual’s sex. Limitations as far reaching 
our personal goals and living autonomously and freely 
still exists because of possibly wrong assumptions 
surrounding gender and sexuality. The reality we 
experience everyday is from the moment we are born 
giving us two accepted options, male or female, and this 
choice has a major influence on both how we constitute 
our identities and constantly reaffirm it, but also how we 
expect others to act. It is obvious that if a person does 
not want to or cannot live up to the expectations of these 
norms this person has embarked upon a life full of 
obstacles and hindrances. It might therefore be 
interesting to look into which obstacles the person might 
encounter, or what makes this person not normal, but 
this project actually finds it more interesting to look in 
the other direction: towards the production and 
execution of normal. It is in fact more fascinating to 
explore the norms which must be seen as the utmost 
expert in distinguishing between them and us, normal 
and unnormal.  
When we in this project refer to norms it might first be 
taken as something which modern people are well aware 
of and even seek to avoid. Especially in this era of 
individuality we are very aware of how to stand out and 
not fit in. But in this project norms are meant as 
something so intrinsic and deep-seated that it exceeds 
our shared awareness and therefore, in most cases, pass 
on from generation to generation without scrutiny. They 
are such an inborn part of our understanding of the 
world that catches no attention of most of us. 
Taking a glance at the word ‘norm’ ambiguity comes to 
light. When talking about norms one is often drawn to 
the unclear definition that it is merely something that is 
typical or usual. There is a layer to the term ‘norm’ that 
needs to be unveiled in order to grasp the entirety of it. 
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When we are using the term, we are embracing the root 
of dominant practices i.e. the normalised tendencies that 
mark society. It is important to point out that powerful 
forces, be it juridical or political but in this respect also 
the power of the majority, perform the dominant 
practices. In this project, the term ‘norm’ can therefore 
be seen as the notion that there are certain unwritten but 
understood rules which regulate how we behave and 
expect others to behave, i.e. in accordance with 
prevailing ideas of masculinity and femininity. 
Unjust power relationships due to the mere sex or 
sexuality of humans are still present in modern societies, 
which this project will seek to explore. Unequal 
distribution of privileges, discrimination and other more 
and less subtle executions of power and repression takes 
place everyday on multiple levels: between people on 
the street, in workplaces, universities as well as in larger 
structural scales such as governments and other domains 
driven by political discourses. 
 
Subjectivities play a major role in the project as well as 
the starting point for how we interact in social realities. 
How we learn to act in these social realities is also of 
great interest to the project. For this reason, the project 
is anchored in the dimension Subjectivity and Learning. 
 
 
Judith Butler 
 
Shedding light on Judith Butler’s reflections on gender 
has revealed essential theoretical tools that will allow 
this project to have a solid foundation for further 
investigation. We have chosen to work with the 
Butlerian interpretation of the heteronormative matrix 
since the root of the problem lies within the constraints 
due to gender, that are constantly being produced and 
reproduced in society. When critically looking at the 
normalised perception of gender it became apparent that 
within this perception a set of limitations comes to light. 
Thus through an investigation of heteronormativity in 
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the Butlerian perception, it became obvious that the 
stereotypes behind gender are the actual discriminating 
force. So when deciding which problems in society we 
sought to investigate, it was apparent to us, that focusing 
on a specific type of discrimination or a specific unequal 
power relationship would be missing the point: All types 
of gender or sexuality related problems have the same 
core and should therefore be dealt with as a unity. For 
this reason, the concept heteronormativity entails the 
root of all types of gender and sexuality related 
discrimination. 
The heteronormative matrix simplifies in a model the 
prevailing norms concerning sex, gender and desire, 
which this project will give its own example of below: 
Gender M/F 
 
 
 
         Sex M/F                              Desire M/F 
(Figure 1). 
The overall idea is that we immediately assume that a 
person's physical sex determines the person's mental 
gender and sexual desire. In other words: If a person is 
born male, we assume that he is masculine and attracted 
to women and vice versa. The arrows mean that the 
different elements of the matrix should correlate 
“smoothly” in accordance with one another, i.e. gender, 
sex and desire. If the arrows cross, for instance if I have 
female reproduction organs, but consider myself male, 
or, if I am male and have a desire towards other men, I 
disrupt the matrix and therefore place myself in the 
margins of normal society. These margins are the spaces 
within which people tend to experience prejudice and 
discrimination. 
Butler claims that gender is socially constructed, that it 
ascribes meaning to the sexes and thus conclusions are 
drawn within the three aspects that turn out to suppress 
anyone who does not fit into the matrix. Hence gender 
difference is not solely biologically determined but 
rather something that is always also socially constructed. 
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Within the social constructivism lies the element of 
performativity. Through this act of performing gender is 
the claim that gender norms are produced and 
reproduced by subjects in our society. 
 
Thereby, due to the contextual settings, our claim is as 
follows: 
Heteronormativity is contributing to gender stereotypes 
and inequality. 
This claim needs to be stated clearly in order to 
efficiently investigate the problem formulation, which 
will follow in the forthcoming section.  
 
Within the claim stereotypes are meant as assumptions 
about a person’s preferences, mental qualities, 
aspirations, physical appearance, general mindset based 
solely on whether you are born with male or female 
genitalia. Stereotyping creates a notion of a norm that 
entails certain prevailing assumptions about the different 
genders and therefore creates in the same motion the 
risk of falling outside the norm. 
 
 
Problem Formulation  
 
The aforementioned claim acts as a foundation for the 
following problem formulation: 
 
How does heteronormativity contribute to gender 
stereotyping and discrimination and how can this be 
transcended? 
 
In order to explore the first part of this question, we will 
dig deeper into the idea of heteronormativity presented 
by Butler. We aim at gaining a profound understanding 
of the notion in order to be able to investigate Baron 
Cohen’s theory in a way that will reveal 
heteronormative patterns and to find out to what extent 
Baron-Cohen’s ideas contribute to gender stereotyping. 
This needed understanding will be established by 
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looking into Butler’s book Gender Trouble. The book 
will introduce us to the theories of heteronormativity 
and performativity. Using Butler’s theories as a firm 
ground will give room for Cordelia Fine’s Delusions of 
Gender that will inspire us to be critical towards sex-
brain-theories in general and with special regards to 
Baron-Cohen’s theories.  
We have formulated a body of questions for both 
authors, that will function as a guidance throughout this 
project paper, and the answering of which will not only 
help us to develop a profound understanding for the 
different viewpoints that are dominating in the gender 
debate, but also explore the origin of gender 
stereotyping. After having gone into depth with 
heteronormativity and our two opposing authors, we will 
move on to the second, solution-oriented part of the 
problem formulation which will be concerned with 
gender neutrality. Here we will present the overall idea 
of gender neutrality and explore to what extent it can be 
regarded as a solution to the problems with gender 
stereotypes and heteronormativity.  
 
Simon Baron-Cohen 
 
A certain tendency has come to light, alongside the 
progress of neuroscience, namely arguing on the basis of 
biological and neurological explanations that gender 
differences are hardwired. Again and again, the 
argument, “It's all in their nature” appears in the debate, 
especially regarding pedagogy and children's 
institutions. Our norms and expectations have clearly 
been inspired by the notion of neurological differences 
between the sexes. Statements like: “Let the girls be real 
girls”, result from a collective understanding of all girls 
being inherently different from boys and that there is a 
certain prototype of what a real girl looks like inside her 
skull, and the same goes for boys. Cambridge University 
psychologist Baron-Cohen shares this viewpoint, as the 
title of his book, The Essential Difference, indicates. He 
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claims: “The female brain is predominantly hard-wired 
for empathy. The male brain is predominantly hard-
wired for understanding and building systems.” (Baron-
Cohen, 2003: 1). 
The Baron-Cohen section of this project will examine 
which arguments Baron-Cohen puts forward in 
explaining the differences between men and women. His 
ideas are seen in the light of the theory of 
heteronormativity and Cordelia Fine's theory, which will 
function as a critical lens to highlight possible 
contradictions or weaknesses in his arguments and data 
for that matter. He represents the normative way of 
thinking and doing gender. Baron-Cohen is therefore 
interesting to critically examine, with the theories of 
Judith Butler at hand. From a theoretical viewpoint, it is 
also interesting to involve a thinker who bases most of 
his arguments on biology and who slides them into the 
areas of psychology and sociology in order to be able to 
say something about an ideal way of viewing gender 
identity. In the current debates, namely those based in 
biology, psychology and sociology, seem to merge into 
each other to argue for both sides of the case. Therefore 
it is important to look at how it can be dangerous to 
jump to conclusions from one area of science to another 
but also how it can further the debate. 
 
So our questions for Baron-Cohen’s The Essential 
Difference are: 
- How does Baron-Cohen explain gender differences? 
- How will this explanation help take the gender debate 
further? 
- How does Baron-Cohen contradict himself? 
- How does Baron-Cohen represent the heteronormative 
matrix? 
 
 
Cordelia Fine 
 
An interesting question to ask ourselves is how we and 
our gender stereotyping may contribute to strengthening 
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gender patterns that could end up constraining both men 
and women in their personal and social spheres of life. 
How can gender and sexuality related discrimination 
and inequality exist even in the industrial and 
intellectually developed parts of the world?  
Cordelia Fine's book, Delusions of Gender, gives us a 
good point of departure as it challenges prevailing 
gender assumptions nurtured by ideas such as Baron-
Cohen's. In her book, she claims that: 
 
Our minds, society and neurosexism create 
difference. Together, they wire gender. But the 
wiring is soft, not hard. It is flexible, malleable and 
changeable. And, if we only believe this, it will 
continue to unravel. (Fine, 2011: 239). 
 
In exploring Fine's work, we seek to unmask or make 
explicit the problems with neuroscience upholding 
gender stereotypes. She speaks from the vocabulary of 
neuroscience – very much in line with the vocabulary of 
Baron-Cohen – in order to look at both the lack of 
credibility in the research conducted to prove 
neuroscientific sex differences, but also to nail down her 
point that the gender stereotypes we live amongst 
actually limit our personal freedom. Thus statements 
like “It's in our nature” should really be handled with 
care. She does not completely deny that biology has a 
say in the gender debate, but she claims it has been 
given too great a role in defining gender. The line from 
measuring foetal testosterone to understanding the 
wiring of the brain to concluding on gender-specific 
behaviour is being drawn too quickly and neuroscience, 
describing sex difference, jumps to conclusions. She 
emphasises this at a conference in Sydney, Australia 
(Fine, 2010). She claims it is more than just poor science 
– it is contributing to the upholding of negative 
stereotyping. 
 
So our questions for Cordelia Fine’s Delusions of 
Gender are: 
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- How does Fine argue that sex differences are not 
solely biologically determined but also culturally and 
socially determined? 
- How does she criticise the heteronormative matrix? 
- How does her critique of neurosexism further the 
gender debate? 
- Does she provide a possible solution? 
 
 
Concluding the Debate 
 
In this project the opposing perceptions of gender, that 
are being represented by Baron-Cohen and Fine, are the 
foundation for the interesting debate that is salient in 
today's society. Putting Fine and Baron-Cohen up 
against each other will allow us an attempt at answering 
the question: 
- Who, in the debate between Fine and Baron-Cohen, 
produces the most convincing arguments? 
An epistemological question, that is important to keep in 
mind when going into depth with the scholars and their 
respective theories, is: 
- How did the two authors develop their knowledge and 
how does that influence their approach to gender? 
This will allow us to shed light on how they have 
obtained the founding knowledge for their theories and 
help in the unveiling of whom comes out the most 
convincing. 
The two theorists are very active in the debate to the 
extent where one can see a direct conversation going on 
between the two, which makes the examination of their 
arguments even more animated. Baron-Cohen plays the 
role of a representative of heteronormativity placed in 
the realm of neuroscience whereas Fine’s arguments go 
against that.  
It is interesting to observe the overlapping of ideas into 
different faculties and areas of knowledge since it allows 
us to take the template consisting of Butler's theory into 
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a different realm and therefore conclude on something 
more tangible. 
In the forthcoming section we aim to shed light on 
gender neutrality’s place within the project which entails 
a short account for historical gender movements. 
 
 
Gender Neutrality 
 
After years of oppression, women’s movements 
emerged in Europe and North America in the late 1800s 
and started to fight for equality, mainly juridical and 
political. By the time of the 1960s a rebellion against all 
kinds of established constraining norms came about and 
a new wave of feminism came to the fore. Not for 
women to have more, but for men and women to have 
the same on an ideological level and in our personal 
lives. Challenging the notion of a natural inferiority of 
women was a strong element in this wave of feminism. 
There have been a lot of critical discussions about 
gender and sexuality (and the link between both) 
especially since the writings of the 1960s and 1970s 
feminists (often referred to as “second wave 
feminism”). 
Over the last decade or so, the phenomenon of gender 
neutrality has gained considerable attention, especially 
in kindergartens in Sweden where they now in some 
institutions practice the so-called “genuspedagogik”, 
which can be translated to gender pedagogy. Its basic 
idea is to keep an eye on the ways in which pedagogues 
in the daily practice treat children differently in 
accordance with their gender. The pedagogical strategy 
aims to firstly notice, observe and then, ideally, 
eliminate the gender specific assumptions and 
expectations we have towards children and thereby set 
the children free of the boy-girl limited identity box. 
Gender neutrality as an ideology and a worldview is 
therefore closely connected to the feminist movements, 
but it has a modern approach of not subscribing to one 
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gender, but both because it sees the problem of gender 
inequality as limiting the lives of both men and women. 
The reason why we find gender neutrality to be of 
importance to this project is that it holds a chance in 
overcoming gender discrimination. This can also be 
formulated in a claim we are making, namely: 
 
Gender neutrality, or gender diversity, could be a 
possible solution to the problems with discrimination in 
relation to gender and sexuality because it can succeed 
in transcending frozen gender stereotypes, widen our 
general level of tolerance and generally inspire us to 
approach gender in a wholly different way. 
 
In order to examine the general ideas of gender 
neutrality in a tangible manner, we have chosen an 
institutional manifestation of it, in the form of the 
gender-neutral kindergarten, Egalia. In connection to 
that, gender-neutral language will be examined to shed 
light on tangible effects of gender-neutral approaches 
and how these might influence gender inequality.  
The research questions we intend to pose to gender 
neutrality as a phenomenon, a kindergarten and a 
language therefore are: 
 
 
- What is gender neutrality, what is it striving for and 
what is it a reaction    to? 
- How does Egalia implement the ideas of gender 
neutrality in their pedagogical strategy? 
- What role could gender-neutral language play in our 
perception of gender? 
 
 
Gender Diversity! 
 
And finally, the project will present its own critique 
towards the current streams in gender neutrality and 
pose the questions: 
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- Is the term gender neutrality misleading and is there 
an alternative word that describes the aim better? 
- Is gender neutrality in kindergartens effective, when 
the rest of society practices heteronormativity? 
 
This discussion or critique will take the project to 
another level and welcome a debate within gender 
neutrality and the gender equality debate. 
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UNVEILING THE 
HETERONORMATIVE 
 
Our work with heteronormativity places itself upon the 
theoretical background presented by Judith Butler, from 
which we interpret the reasons for gender stereotyping.  
Our choice of literature i.e. Cordelia Fine and Simon 
Baron-Cohen for the main work of this project is 
naturally connected to our own conception behind the 
formation of gender and the problems, that are prevalent 
in present day society. Therefore we found it necessary 
to broaden our understanding and view on gender and 
take into consideration a theorist, who can found our 
interpretations and convictions theoretically. We have 
chosen Judith Butler and her work on the culturally 
constructed and gendered subject.  
Butler is a well-known philosopher and gender theorist, 
who was born in 1956 in the USA. We find her ideas to 
be of positive influence to our project as Butler is an 
authoritative figure in the gender debate and one that 
would be difficult to do without when approaching the 
subject of gender as a constructed concept.  
We have chosen to focus on Butler’s Gender Trouble 
and her essay Performative Acts and Gender 
Constitutions: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory. We chose Gender Trouble because it 
is considered her main and most ground-breaking work 
on gender, and her essay, since performative acts are an 
important factor in her theories on the formation of 
gender. The presented concepts function as a lens on our 
view and consideration of both Cordelia Fine and Simon 
Baron-Cohen.  
Butler draws from Michel Foucault and his work on the 
culturally constructed subject, but elaborates upon the 
function and formation of different gender categories. 
Butler builds upon an idea of the discursive effects of 
language, and power relations encoded into the 
individual subject. The individual subject’s notion of 
normality is formed through the effects of a hegemonic 
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political language, that permeates how we communicate 
and relate within social life. She argues that the 
discourse of a certain society creates the framework 
from where an individual meets the world around them 
i.e. through values, ideas and more particularly gender 
in our project, hence what it means to belong to a certain 
gender and what is meant by being “a girl” or “a boy”. 
When we are speaking of Foucault, and his influence on 
Butler, we are speaking from Foucault’s genealogical 
methodology. Butler aims at pointing towards a new 
view in the feminist debate, that examines the creation 
of cultural norms and ideas. She argues for this position 
through Foucault’s work with the juridical system, with 
the power of authority, and its influence upon the 
creation of subjects, like the traditionally accepted roles 
of man and woman (Butler, 1990: 2-3). The juridical 
system produces those subjects, through both the 
legitimization and restrictions of ways of being. This 
means, according to Butler, that the system itself 
produces expectations to certain ways of being: 
 
(...) limitation, prohibition, regulation, control, and 
even “protection” of individuals related to that 
political structure through the contingent and 
retractable operation of choices… [Entails that 
subjects] regulated by such structures are, by virtue 
of being subjected to them, formed, defined, and 
reproduced in accordance with the requirements of 
those structures. (ibid.: 3). 
 
The juridical system itself is thereby regulating the 
entire discourse in line with the requirements of the 
political power. The discourse and hence the view upon 
gender is created through the political system itself. 
Butler emphasises the problematics in the search for 
gender equality, when individuals, who stand out from 
the gender norm are subjectified by a representation of 
acceptable behaviour and ways of being by a political 
agenda. According to Butler the political system’s own 
presentation of legitimate and illegitimate ways of 
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behaviour can lead to a formation of language and 
politics that create a representational politic. The 
subjects of the “issue” at hand are identified within a 
system that defines e.g. feminism or transgendered 
people by presupposed opinions of normality. 
Butler argues for this in a rather anti-essentialist fashion. 
This means that Foucault and Butler do not believe in 
truth before or outside cultural constructions. The 
heterosexual matrix’s normalised view of a binary 
system i.e. “man” and “woman” is according to Butler 
an effect of a culturally enforced sense of coherence 
(ibid.: 33-34). Albeit the cultural discourse creates a 
coherent worldview, taken to it’s logical limits, there 
exists no truths outside these constructions. 
A system like this proves a problem, and a reason for 
why we consider Butler to be a representative in favour 
of gender neutrality, which stands in accordance with 
her aim to open both the feminist and the cultural 
understanding of gender to a broader spectrum. This is 
in order to alleviate an understanding of gender from 
being rather essentialist, or consisting of something 
substantial within the individual subject. Butler speaks 
for a type of gender diversity that correlates with our 
understanding of gender neutrality. The effect of cultural 
and social understandings of the world has a substantial 
effect on the individual through political discourse, and 
the salient societal agenda at large. 
The formation of a gendered identity is therefore 
contingent to the understanding of one’s belonging and 
connection to a certain group. The individual’s own 
understanding of specific attributes and “nature” affects 
the view on gender in general. Butler notes that the 
cultural understandings of the world as well as the 
existence of different social groups are coined upon 
ideas reproduced through a political discourse. A system 
based upon an idea of a binary order between male and 
female will always ostracise population groups who are 
not compatible with conventions of a heterosexual 
sex/gender-correlation. (The idea of the heteronormative 
matrix will be explored further down.)  
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According to Butler gender diversity is not possible on 
the base of a system that freezes gender roles. This view 
bases itself on a certain understanding of the subject and 
the idea of identity. Butler writes: “(...) ‘persons’ only 
become intelligible through becoming gendered in 
conformity with recognizable standards of gender 
intelligibility” (ibid.: 22), Butler argues against the 
understanding of identity being an internal sort of 
metaphysical substance. Rather she considers it to be the 
product of a regulation of gender coherence on the base 
of an idea of an essential nature. Following Butler it is 
impossible to define and find the individual’s core apart 
from the regulatory discourse (ibid.: 24). Butler argues 
that someone with a sexuality, that does not live up to 
the idea of gender matching their biological sex, tends to 
have a problem in society. Butler writes:  
 
The heterosexualization of desire requires and 
institutes the production of discrete and asymmetrical 
oppositions between “feminine” and “masculine,” 
where these are understood as expressive attributes of 
“male” and “female.” The cultural matrix through 
which gender identity has become intelligible requires 
that certain kinds of “identities” cannot “exist”— that 
is, those in which gender does not follow from sex 
and those in which the practices of desire do not 
“follow” from either sex or gender…. certain kinds of 
“gender identities” fail to conform to those norms of 
cultural intelligibility, they appear only as 
developmental failures or logical impossibilities from 
within that domain. (ibid.: 24).  
 
In order to maintain gender coherence, people who do 
not live up to the norm are stigmatised. But an implicit 
denial of the diversity of gender proves it possible to 
make explicit the limits and problems of the current 
discourse:  
 
Their persistence and proliferation, however, provide 
critical opportunities to expose the limits and 
regulatory aims of that domain of intelligibility and, 
hence, to open up within the very terms of that matrix 
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of intelligibility rival and subversive matrixes of 
gender disorder. (ibid.: 24). 
 
We see that different people are disrupting the status 
quo of ideas of coherence in gendered identity. And that 
the mere existence of repressed parts of society 
questions the limits of a taken for granted heterosexual 
gender division. 
 
 
Heteronormative Matrix 
 
A heteronormative view is an effect of the current 
discourse. Identity, connected to the subscription of 
certain ways of being, that are normally defined as 
“female” or “male” is by Butler referred to as 
performative. This performative behaviour is being 
produced and reproduced by subjects - a behaviour that 
Butler describes as law which entails that “(...) culture 
freely “imposes” meaning on nature, and, hence, renders 
it into an ‘Other’(...)” (Butler, 1990: 50). This is the 
heterosexual matrix since it infers a distinction between 
sex and gender, while upholding a binary connection 
between the two. Gender acting as the dominating 
power, the signifier, and sex being the subordinate, the 
signified, upon which meaning is inferred. This binary 
connection allows assumptions to be made regarding 
one by examining the other. In other words, it is not a 
one-way street, but rather a reciprocal stream of inferred 
meaning, consisting of three aspects. The third element 
is that of desire and with these three (sex/gender/desire) 
the cornerstones of the heterosexual matrix have been 
put into place, constituting a norm. 
Abiding by these rules / this discourse, is what produces 
and reproduces normative subjects, an example of which 
would be: a subject born a man (sex) who feels like a 
man (gender) and is attracted to the opposite sex / 
women (desire). A breach in one of these three aspects 
of the matrix would be a breach of the norm. The norms 
that constitute the heterosexual matrix and the breaking 
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of these norms coincide with the notion of upholding or 
breaking performative acts.  
The idea of dissolving the matrix can be seen in queer 
theory: “Queer theory posits a critical rethinking of the 
ideological, psychological, and bodily economies which 
shape sexual identity, gender and desire.” (Code, 2000: 
414). This corresponds with Butler’s understanding of 
the false distinction between sex, gender and desire and 
the need for a rethinking of the norms as there seems to 
be no female or male core, only gender (Butler, 1990: 
49). This illusion of a gendered identity core stems from 
performative acts, this is not to say that desire/sexuality 
stems from social construction, rather that the 
categorization of it, the normative attitude towards it, 
does.. We have taken use of Mimi Marinucci’s 
Feminism is Queer as a companion to Butler. The reason 
for including Marinucci is due to her distinct approach 
and her take on gender-neutral language. She takes on 
the task of differentiating between feminist theory and 
queer theory, exploring differences and similarities and 
subsequently attempts to morph them together, 
exploring new ways of thinking gender: 
 
(…) performance of gender is an imitation that has 
no original. There is not something real that gender 
imitates. What gender imitates are simply other 
performances of gender, which are themselves mere 
imitations. Butler remarks that ‘gender is a kind of 
imitation for which there is no original; in fact, it is a 
kind of imitation that produces the very notion of the 
original as an effect and consequence of the 
imitation itself’ (Marinucci, 2010: 128). 
 
This performativity is what produces and reproduces 
normative subjects and thereby the heterosexual matrix, 
for it is based on the collective idea of a norm for 
subjects. Performativity of gender results in an illusion 
of an original gender core that differentiates between 
males and females. This imagined gender core is what 
constitutes the normative attitude and statements such as 
“boys will be boys.” Based on a subject’s sex, 
conclusions are drawn regarding identity, conclusions 
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that coincide with the heterosexual matrix. If a subject is 
born male, it will be presumed that the subject is 
masculine and attracted to women. This is the 
consequence of the matrix, a culturally determined 
phenomenon which has, following Butlers 
interpretation, been brought on by repetitive 
performative acts. Bringing an end to these acts would 
cause the societal norm itself to crumble, a goal which 
can be seen in, for instance, gender neutrality where a 
clear attempt has been made to reinvent our way of 
thinking gender by allowing subjects to ignore the norm 
and thereby, ideally, find a more satisfactory identity for 
themselves. This, however, can solely be achieved 
through a breaking with performative acts, a concept 
that Judith Butler has helped us understand and define 
further. 
 
 
 
 
Performativity 
 
Butler both refines theories represented by the 
phenomenological and feminist tradition but she 
distinguishes herself, too. Taking root in 
phenomenological theory of acts, she emphasises how 
gender acts can be explained vis-à-vis the idea of acts in 
the theatrical sense. The contextual setting is that Butler 
criticises the traditional perception of the gender. She 
distinguishes between gender as being performed and 
gender being performative. When gender is performed 
we take on a role. Our acting is crucial to the gender that 
we present to the world. This leads to gender being 
performative which Butler describes as gender 
producing a series of effects. In other words, performed 
gender correlates with a subjective effect of 
heteronormativity, whilst performativity corresponds to 
a more generalised, societal effect of gender being 
performed (the upholding of heteronormativity itself). 
The way we talk, the way we act all speak in ways of 
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combining an impression of being either male or female. 
Thus gender identity/subjects is something constituted 
and composited through a series of acts through 
language, gesture and all manners of symbolic signs 
(Butler, 1988: 520). Gender as a performative action is a 
phenomenon that is being produced and reproduced all 
the time. Butler advanced her theory based on the 
phenomenological tradition, that gender is under no 
circumstances a stable identity, rather: “(...) an identity 
tenuously constituted in time - an identity instituted 
through a stylized repetition of acts.” (ibid.: 519). 
Butler explains that to say that gender is performative is 
to say that nobody is a gender from the start. Hence the 
performative notion shares a premise with the French 
writer and feminist Simone de Beauvoir, who claims, 
“(...) one is not born, but rather, becomes a woman.” 
(ibid.: 519). Simone de Beauvoir claims that to be a 
woman is to have conformed to the historical idea of 
‘woman’ and to “induce the body to become a cultural 
sign.” (ibid.: 522).  
Butler refines her theory stating that one is not merely a 
body, but that one does one’s body (ibid.: 521). Having 
the contextual theory that the body is “understood to be 
an active process of embodying certain cultural and 
historical aspects” (ibid.: 521) is where the position of 
how the body is an object of cultural meanings becomes 
salient. Butler further emphasises that in order to 
understand the ‘gendered body’ there is need for an 
enlargement of the conventional view of acts. 
Concerning the consensus of the clear distinction 
between biological sex and gender, Judith Butler 
addresses the constructivist view that marks her theory 
of acts. In relation to her claim, she underlines that it is 
the performance that creates one’s gender:  
 
(…) there is neither an ‘essence’ that gender 
expresses or externalizes nor an objective ideal to 
which gender aspires; because gender is not a fact, 
the various acts of gender creates the idea of gender, 
and without those acts, there would be no gender at 
all. (ibid.: 422).  
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That one needs to compel to the ‘historical idea’ of a 
certain sex, acting one’s gender, is due to the circular 
effect of reproduction of acts through time in 
contemporary society. There are restrictions for fitting 
into the heterosexual matrix. Those who do not fit in, 
according to Judith Butler, are regularly punished. There 
is a collective unspoken agreement to produce, perform 
and sustain distinct and binary gender (ibid.: 522). In 
other words, acts create gender, one needs to perform 
one’s gender, and because of the constant production 
and reproduction a vicious circle occurs. She explains: 
“The act that one does, the act that one performs, is, in 
sense, an act that has been going on before one arrived 
on the scene. Hence, gender is an act which has been 
rehearsed” (ibid.: 526). 
When Butler says that one performs one’s gender, the 
allegory of the theatrical dimension becomes clear as 
she states that: 
 
Just as a script may be enacted in various ways, and 
just as the play requires both text and interpretation, 
so the gendered body acts its part in culturally 
restricted corporeal space and enacts interpretations 
within the confines of already existing directives 
(ibid.: 526). 
 
Her view is that personified selves do not pre-exist 
cultural conventions. In relation to the allegory, actors 
are always on the stage, but within the terms of the 
performance. It is the same case with our own social 
reality. We are out there, but in terms of cultural 
convention which is in this case the vicious circle of the 
heterosexual matrix that constrains individuals.  
Butler is a linguist and believes language to be 
constituent of reality, but rather than examining her 
theories at a pragmatic and tangible level, we work with 
her ideas of the heterosexual matrix and constructionism 
as a theoretical framework to further make explicit 
problems with a heteronormative worldview.  
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Following Butler’s thought, in order to alter the 
heterosexual matrix into a more fluid base, we need to 
find the root of the problem i.e. the acts that create 
gender which breeds and are breeded by the 
heteronormative matrix. According to her, the notion of 
gender performativity can change the way we look at 
gender. Throughout civilisation the conventions of the 
heterosexual matrix has tried to keep us in place. As 
aforementioned, there are punitive procedures to those 
who do not conform themselves. The ideas imposed by 
the ideal gender norms are what keep society in check. 
This notion is why we have chosen Judith Butler and her 
theories on the heterosexual matrix and gender acts - to 
ground our investigation of what these do to our ways of 
thinking and perceiving gender and consequently how 
these might be broken. 
The next chapter will elaborate on Baron-Cohen and 
how his position represents the  heteronormative matrix. 
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THE ESSENTIAL DIFFERENCE - 
A HETERONORMATIVE 
REPRESENTATION 
 
 
Having explored Judith Butler and her ideas on 
performativity and heteronormativity, we can now move 
on to taking a deeper look into a scholar, who will 
introduce us to the idea of there being essential 
differences between the sexes. This exploration of 
Baron-Cohen will illustrate how a representation of the 
heteronormative model can look like and will thus make 
the whole matter of this project more concrete. It will 
ideally also reveal, how the heteronormative approach 
promotes stereotypes. In our work with the 
heteronormative matrix, Baron-Cohen stands for the 
essentialistic view upon gender, and a conservative view 
upon a heterosexual binary. We consider his position to 
be somewhat representative for commonly held opinions 
on gender and his authoritative position as a professor of 
psychology at Cambridge University enables us to use 
him as representative for a normative view. 
His theory of a binary between a male and a female 
brain with hardwired systemising and empathising 
abilities, grows on the base of innate differences. These 
abilities are according to Baron-Cohen’s definitions 
underlying gender-specific traits essential for success in 
different situations, where one requires either 
systemising (the ability to understand and act in 
accordance to natural or man-made systems) or 
empathising (the ability to feel emotions and thoughts of 
others and act in accordance to those feelings) 
characteristics (ibid.: 31-62, 70-85).  
This view becomes a naturalisation of ideas of men as 
objective thinkers and women as subjective nurturers. 
According to Baron-Cohen’s work, men are on average 
more capable of understanding the world and to do 
something substantial about it. As opposed to women, 
who Baron-Cohen regards as more naturally adapted to 
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working at home and supporting other human beings 
emotionally nurturing social relations (ibid.: 62), men 
are more able to understand causal systems (ibid.: 85).  
Baron-Cohen’s work with gender results from a 
positivistic and evolutionary view, where an 
understanding of the individual is due to biology. Even 
though Baron-Cohen infers an influence of the social, 
his emphasis is on nature’s influence on the individual 
as they are due to genes and the influence of 
evolutionary biology. Consequently, the understanding 
we have of gender and what influence that label has on 
both the individual and how it is seen, is connected to 
quite clear-cut ideas of what defines both women and 
men. Gender is understood within a definitive frame of 
origin and a final end.  
We argue that this is a natural consequence of Baron-
Cohen’s work methods. He positions himself on the 
base of a third person perspective, in order to enlighten a 
subject through a behaviouristic point of view. Gender is 
understood as the consequence of a direct outcome of 
the research. Some examples, such as Baron-Cohen’s 
mobile-experiment (ibid.: 57-58) or his questionnaires 
for empathy (ibid.: 59) and systematising (ibid.: 84), 
will be elaborated on in the following chapter. 
 
 
How does Simon Baron-Cohen explain gender 
differences? 
 
Simon Baron Cohen’s elementary theory that answers 
the question of why there are sex differences is 
delivered at the first page of the first chapter of the 
book: 
 
The female brain is predominantly hard-wired for 
empathy. The male brain is predominantly hard-
wired for understanding and building systems. 
(Baron-Cohen, 2003: 1). 
 
Baron-Cohen defines empathising as “the drive to 
identify another person’s emotions and thoughts, and to 
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respond to them with an appropriate emotion”, and 
systemising as “the drive to analyse, explore and 
construct a system.” (ibid.: 2-3). Baron-Cohen argues 
that one can measure the degree to which a person 
empathises or systemises, just as one can measure height 
or other traits (ibid.: 2). Both empathising and 
systemising, Baron-Cohen reasons, “depend on 
independent sets of regions in the human brain” and are 
thus “not mystical processes but (...) grounded in our 
neurophysiology.” (ibid.: 6). According to Baron-
Cohen, there are two main sorts of brains, namely brain 
type S (for systemising) and brain type E (for 
empathising). If an individual is equally strong in 
empathising and systemising (S=E), he calls the brain 
balanced and thus brain type B (ibid.: 7). Other 
divergences are according to this system, the extreme 
male brain, in which systemising is hyper-developed but 
which is potentially mind-blind, and the extreme female 
brain, in which empathising is hyper-developed, but 
which is potentially system-blind (ibid.: 7). Noteworthy 
is Baron-Cohen’s clarification, that the sex does not 
dictate your brain type: 
 
[i]n fact, some women have the male brain, and 
some men have the female brain. The central claim 
of this book is only that more males than females 
have a brain of type S and more females than males 
have a brain of type E. (ibid.: 8). 
 
In the course of his book, many different examples are 
presented, that underline that women tend to be better at 
empathising and men at systemising, some of which we 
will present later on in this project. In the following two 
subsections we will introduce Baron-Cohen’s notion of 
the male and then the female brain in more detail.  
 
 
The Male Brain 
According to Baron-Cohen, the male or systemising 
brain sees the environment and parts it into systems. It 
then goes on to analyse, explore and extract from them 
the rules that govern them “in order to understand and 
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predict the system, or to invent a new one” (Baron-
Cohen, 2003: 3). It has skills in the field of observing 
details, categorising and finding finite, lawful 
regularities. Variations in the system may occur, but 
brain type S is capable of grasping them and thereby 
able to conclude which rules govern these variations. He 
goes on to define what is meant by the broad concept 
behind systemising: 
 
I mean by a system anything which is governed by 
rules specifying input-operation-output 
relationships. This definition takes in systems 
beyond machines, such as maths, physics, chemistry, 
astronomy, logic, music, military strategy, the 
climate, sailing, horticulture and computer 
programming. It also includes systems like libraries, 
economics, companies, taxonomies, board games or 
sports. The system might be tiny (like an individual 
cell) or larger (like a whole animal), or larger still 
(like a social group or a political system). (ibid.: 63).  
 
Baron-Cohen refers to a body of tests that were 
conducted in order to determine the systemising skills of 
a person. One example of these tests, Baron-Cohen uses 
to prove his point of systemising being more prevailing 
in men’s abilities than women’s, is a simple Water Level 
Task, where a water bottle is shown to the participant 
but is tipped in an angle (ibid.: 75). The participant is 
then asked to draw the water level inside the bottle. 
More men than women took into consideration the tilt of 
the bottle and drew the water level horizontally whereas 
more women than men drew the line as if the bottle was 
not tilted. He concludes that in order to judge verticality 
one has to understand the physical system and rules 
determining it. 
The advantages of having a male brain are many, Baron-
Cohen argues. If one is good at finding systems in social 
groups such as the hierarchies dictating its dynamics and 
intern statuses, then one is more likely to succeed in 
finding oneself a good spot in it. The skill makes one 
well suited for leader positions since one is able to see 
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how a person functions in the group or see its lack of 
function. Similarly, less empathy is required to “elbow” 
one’s way up on the career ladder. He even goes so far 
as to argue that the reason why violations like rape, 
violence and murder are committed mostly by men is 
because the systemising brain is so focused on gaining 
respect, status and power and lacks empathy which 
would prevent the violator from committing the crime 
(ibid.: 36, 38-39). 
The systemising mind works, on the other hand, less 
efficiently in understanding and predicting social 
interactions in everyday life. The process of analysing 
and understanding systems is less helpful if applied to 
the world of personal lives and the complex sphere 
between them. This ability, Baron-Cohen claims, 
belongs to the empathising mind to a greater extent. The 
empathic brain will be examined in the following 
chapter. 
Baron-Cohen furthermore refers to a theory of Norman 
Geschwind who formed the, according to Baron-Cohen, 
“brilliantly simple idea” (ibid.: 100) that foetal 
testosterone in the prenatal development between week 
eight and twenty-four of pregnancy affects the rate of 
growth of the two hemispheres of the brain: “The more 
testosterone you have the faster your right hemisphere 
grows and, correspondingly, the slower your left 
hemisphere develops” (ibid.: 100). He goes on to present 
the example of male-to-female transgendered people 
who, after having undergone hormonal treatment with 
oestrogen, show less tendency to be aggressive in a 
direct way, which Simon Baron-Cohen claims is an 
indicator that hormones have a say in whether your 
brain is able to mostly empathise or systemise. He 
further provides proof for his case using examples of 
rats who were injected with testosterone, a type of 
androgen hormone, and then seemed to better their skills 
in finding their way in a maze. This too is a claim that 
testosterone in the brain increases abilities in 
systemising. 
 33 
A comment which can, and should, be attached to these 
observations, is that these tests, seem to have been 
picked out among many that did not show “helpful” 
results. A kind of cherry picking among experiments has 
been undergone in order to find results that can further 
their cause.  
It also seems Baron-Cohen takes the way the world 
looks now (mostly male domination in the areas of 
maths, physics, chemistry, astronomy, logic, music, 
military strategy, the climate, sailing, horticulture and 
computer programming) and uses it almost as a basis in 
order to say something about the nature of the brain. It is 
tempting to give the critique that he is jumping to 
conclusions about a certain essence based on status quo 
of society without doubting his reader to recognise and 
approve his description of it. This critique of method 
will be elaborated in the chapters Delusions of Gender - 
A Critique of Heteronormativity and Concluding the 
Debate. 
 
The Female Brain 
Simon Baron-Cohen’s account for the empathising 
female brain starts with a definition of empathy. Baron-
Cohen defines empathy as the ability to intuitively 
understand and “tune” into the “thoughts and feelings” 
of another person in a way that encompasses the 
emotional atmosphere, and thereby understands other 
individual’s feelings and states of mind (Baron-Cohen; 
2003: 23-24). A consequence of this is a creation of 
moral values on the base of one’s ability to relate to 
other human beings (ibid.: 27). 
Empathising equally leads you to seek reassurance in 
others and to care for them, despite your own possibly 
stressful everyday. Baron-Cohen elaborates: 
 
Empathising leads you to take up the phone and tell 
someone you are thinking about them and their 
current situation, even when your own life demands 
are equally pressing (…). (ibid.: 24).  
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Baron-Cohen therefore understands empathising as the 
foundation for human relationships, as it not only stops 
you from acting too rashly on your own emotions, but 
also to be aware of other subjective positions. The 
ability to tune into other’s emotions enables the 
empathising person to grasp the world from multiple 
viewpoints (ibid.: 25). The understanding and awareness 
of other subjective positions opens up for a sensitive and 
caring understanding of the reasons and possible 
grounds for action, even with strangers or animals. 
Baron-Cohen writes:  
 
Empathy also stops you inflicting physical pain on a 
person or animal. (…) Empathy helps you to tune in 
to someone else’s world; you have to set aside your 
own world - your perception, knowledge, 
assumptions and feelings. (ibid.: 25). 
 
Baron-Cohen sees empathising as the foundation for 
human communication and proper reciprocal 
understanding. Empathising is the ground for the search 
for social relations and underlines the desire to help 
others as oneself would like to be helped (ibid.: 26). 
Empathy is involved in the making of well-rounded 
human beings with true moral understanding and an 
intuitive will to help others and think about them (ibid.: 
27). 
This description of empathy depicts the natural 
inclination of the average female. Baron-Cohen’s 
argumentation for this claim is developed on the base of 
boys’ and girls’ behaviour in different social situations.  
A note may be taken that Baron-Cohen isn’t explicit 
about the age-groups he is talking about, when he puts 
forward his evidence. This means that his argumentation 
for hardwired brain differences is formulated through 
examples of everything from physical play of 
schoolboys over to antisocial conduct disorders in 
psychopaths to the existence of male rapists. 
Conclusions are drawn from every case to explain 
overall brain differences between men and women, 
seemingly mostly apart from cultural influence.  
 35 
Nevertheless, Baron-Cohen proposes evidence for his 
claims on the base of experiments and research about 
different behavioural patterns of boys and girls in 
different social contexts as for example in the play 
behaviour of children, abilities in judging emotion, 
establishing hierarchies of dominance and a new-born 
test that is supposed to investigate 
empathising/systemising abilities. 
Baron-Cohen’s quite behaviouristic approach entails 
conclusions that exclude the perspective of the 
individuals’ who were involved in the research. When 
speaking of different styles of play, Baron-Cohen 
describes how young girls and boys gather in play 
groups: “ Indeed, children as young as nineteen months 
tend to prefer a playmate of the same sex, which is 
believed by some people to reflect the different social 
styles of the two sexes: (…).” (ibid.: 31). Baron-Cohen 
infers that the social styles of girls and boys are a 
consequence of prevalent empathising skills in girls and 
systematising skills in boys (ibid.:31).  He explains:  
When a group of children is given a toy movie 
player to play with, boys tend to get more than their 
fair share (…). They will just shoulder the girls out 
of the way: they have less empathy and are more 
self-centered. (ibid.: 31).  
 
Girl’s tactics in order to make up for the inconsiderate 
deed is to utilise, as Baron-Cohen formulates, their 
intuitive empathising skills to read the minds of the boys 
and seek a more fair distribution of viewing time, and at 
other times to gain in self-interest: “(...) she will use 
mindreading to manipulate the other person into giving 
her what she wants.” (ibid.:31). Hence, according to 
Baron-Cohen, girls tend to act less physically, and to 
convince people through speech and non-physical 
communication (ibid.: 31).  
Girls are consequently superior in social skills due to an 
essential core of empathising, distinctly present to a 
higher degree in the average female. 
It is questionable why certain types of behaviour of this 
kind should exclude the ability of boys to empathise and 
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girls to act without empathy. It is possible to infer that 
girl’s use of manipulation to secure a certain social 
position or in the example of the toy movie player does 
not categorise itself as a lack of systemising skills in 
girls and a lack of empathy in boys. If we appreciate the 
value of the first-person perspective, the case of boys 
“rough-housing” each other may not be void of empathy 
with their friends. It may be more evident to say that 
normative expectations prime the boys to act and play in 
a certain way, giving them more freedom to act on the 
base of convictions of what it means to be a boy (Fine, 
2011: 227).  
Nonetheless Baron-Cohen continues to argue for a 
woman’s greater ability to empathise or to be more 
emotionally connected. Results from reading the mind in 
the eyes test, that was created Baron-Cohen and Sally 
Wheelwright, showed visible sex-differences in the 
ability to read emotions from emotional expressions.  
This “forced choice” test examines people’s ability to 
either consciously read the emotions in the eyes of an 
actor, or to guess if an answer was not possible. The 
ability to read emotions from different facial 
expressions, was according to the study, more accurate 
by women (Baron-Cohen, 2003: 34). From this Baron-
Cohen concludes that evidence for a clear-cut picture 
between females’ and males’ abilities in understanding 
emotional clues and cues occurs in females more 
intuitively (ibid.: 34). 
Furthermore, in this connection, Baron-Cohen directs 
attention to a test that measures empathy, more precisely 
the empathy quotient (EQ) questionnaire, which he and 
his research team created. The aim is to measure the 
extent in which people are able to determine other 
people’s emotions and the extent to which they 
themselves are affected by them (ibid.: 59).  
The test is based on a self-assessment questionnaire in 
which one is supposed to estimate one’s own strengths: 
“I really enjoy caring for other people” or “I can sense 
that I am intruding, even if the other person does not tell 
me” (ibid.: 200). One can answer within a spectrum of 
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highly agree and highly disagree. Baron-Cohen notes 
that women score higher on these tests than men, and 
that these results are trustworthy due to converging 
evidence with people who fill out the questionnaire on 
behalf of others (ibid.: 59). Baron-Cohen regards this 
test as an evidence for the female brain to be better at 
empathising (ibid.: 59). 
Furthermore Baron-Cohen collected data in several 
summer camp studies, where he sees essential 
differences between boys and girls. He mentions that the 
context works as a “magnifying glass” for revealing the 
formation of dominance hierarchies.  
Baron-Cohen understands social hierarchies as the 
consequence of competition, where the people on top 
are there due to a surplus of systematising ability (ibid.: 
39). As Baron-Cohen states from his premise of 
systemising prevalent in boys: 
 
So here we see a trade-off between empathising and 
systemising. (...). To assert your rank, or even try to 
climb the system, is to gain in status, often at the 
expense of someone else. Boys seem more willing to 
pay the price (...). (ibid.: 40).  
 
This means that the ability to climb to the top of the 
social hierarchy and thereby rise in social status and in 
the individual’s possibilities in the world and in social 
groups are due to the ability to leave out the concerns of 
others and act in accordance to one’s own affairs. As 
Baron-Cohen writes:  
 
In a group, boys are quick to establish a “dominance 
hierarchy”. This might reflect their lower 
empathising and their higher systematising skills, 
because typically a hierarchy is established by one 
person pushing others around, uncaringly, in order to 
become the leader. (ibid.: 39).  
 
Baron-Cohen continues to state that the system is build 
around systemising abilities in the brain. People with 
systemising brains are therefore more able to see 
through the logic of the social system, and to understand 
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the necessity not to confront individuals who are of 
higher social status (ibid.: 39-40).  
Baron-Cohen asserts that the empathising ability is a 
hindrance in these connections as: “to be too empathetic 
would be to let others walk all over you, and you would 
sink in the social system.” (ibid.: 40). The girls, it seems 
for the professor, are connected to different motivations 
as he writes:  
 
Young girls also establish social rank, but more 
often this is based on other qualities than simply 
acting tough. All of this is very relevant to 
empathising, of course, since to insist on being right 
and putting someone else down is to care first and 
foremost about yourself, not about the other person. 
Once again, boys seem to be less empathic than 
girls. (ibid.: 40). 
 
Whether the method of gaining social rank in this 
manner is due to less empathising in boys, than girls 
remains somewhat questionable. It seems like Baron-
Cohen passes on his evidence that empathising is of 
negative value until the very extent where you can still 
act freely in social situations. The ability to intuitively 
understand other subjective positions and to be better at 
sustaining and cultivating social relationships, is for 
Baron-Cohen of no greater importance when speaking 
about human relationships and success in life. 
Systemising is evidently important if you want success, 
and through Baron-Cohen’s definition of empathising 
such things as the formations of moral codes, the value 
of interpersonal relationships, understanding of social 
positions and softer abilities are hindrances in the 
competition for material and social success. The female 
brain is not a lucky deal in these contexts.  
Another of Baron-Cohen’s evidences for the prevalence 
of empathy hardwired in the female brain, is his 
experiment for sex differences in human neonatal social 
perception. 
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(Figure 2, Conellan, 2000: 115) 
 
The study sought to test hardwired brain differences 
between boys and girls by investigating how many times 
and for how long a new-born looked at either a female 
face or a “mobile”. The face represents human features, 
and accordingly girls focused longer on it whereas the 
boys focused longer on the “mobile”. This is according 
to Baron-Cohen, evidence for a higher interest in 
humans by girls, and for objects by boys (ibid.: 57-58). 
Baron-Cohen’s explains that this study is very reliable in 
order to explain overall gender differences in the brain, 
as the one-day old infants have not been affected by 
their social environment to certain gender role that early 
in their lives (ibid.: 85).  
 
 
How will this explanation help take the gender 
debate further? 
 
Baron-Cohen’s idea that there are gendered brain types 
that are in most cases consistent with one’s sex, is one 
that has long been taken for granted. Then it was 
surpassed by liberation movements in the 1960’s who 
rebelled against many elements of the established 
society and novel academic ideas came forth. It became 
a general believe that all differences between the sexes 
are a result of socialization and the idea of biological 
differences in the brain became taboo. Only when 
Baron-Cohen saw a growing number of people, even 
feminists, who were open to the idea of sex differences 
in the brain, he considered the time ripe for his 
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contribution on the gender debate (Baron-Cohen, 2003: 
1). 
But where do his assumptions actually lead us? What 
are their implications? One might have the impression, 
that all equality struggles, all efforts to move into a 
direction in which women are not oppressed or 
disadvantaged and unequal to men, are encountering 
obstacles by theories like Baron-Cohen’s. However, the 
professor claims that his ideas can be used progressively 
and in a way that even prevents sexism and inequality: 
 
Fortunately there are now growing numbers of people, 
feminists included, who recognize that asking such 
questions need not lead to the perpetuation of sexual 
inequalities. In fact, the opposite can be true. It is by 
acquiring and using knowledge responsibly that 
sexism can be eliminated. (ibid.: 11). 
 
Baron-Cohen would probably argue that he helps to take 
the gender debate further with the idea of factual brain 
differences between the sexes and that these need to be 
addressed. Instead of denying that fact, our society could 
act on that, making it part of the educational system for 
example. It is certainly important to keep the “extreme 
male brain” in mind when looking at Baron-Cohen’s 
ideas. That this element plays an important role to his 
theories is indicated by the book’s subtitle: “men, 
women and the extreme male brain”. One major point of 
his agenda is to give a reasonable explanation for autism 
and its origin. He makes use of the subject of gender, 
building it into his research of autism and the other way 
around. This also influences the way in which his 
contribution impacts the whole gender debate as it is 
thereby made an even more interdisciplinary matter. 
It seems the book takes the gender debate to a point, 
where it needs to reconsider the whole matter. The 
assumption, that gender is a social creation, is highly 
challenged by Baron-Cohen’s theory and thus it surely 
needs to reconvince many readers and prove itself once 
again. Actually one could consider Fine’s book as one 
possible answer to the question of where his 
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contribution takes us, namely to a hot and polarising 
inflammation of the gender debate. The gender debate is 
on-going and different kinds of contributions influence 
the discourse, making it multidimensional and up to 
date. So the gender question in itself actually profits 
from all academic contributions, as they help it to both 
stay in academia’s focus and reach through to a bigger 
audience who is made aware of the debate and can then 
influence and take it further themselves. This project 
still states though, that certain contributions to the 
gender debate should not be blindly accepted but rather 
scrutinised and this we will go on to do with Baron-
Cohen now. 
 
 
How does Baron-Cohen contradict himself? 
 
Several times in his book Baron-Cohen emphasises that 
he only deals with statistical averages when he claims 
that there are sex differences in the mind: “Note that I 
am not talking about all females: just about the average 
female” (Baron-Cohen, 2003: 2); “Again, note that I did 
not say ‘all males’. I am only talking about statistical 
averages, and we can learn from exceptions to this rule, 
too.”(ibid.: 4); “When I talk about sex differences in the 
mind, I am dealing only with statistical averages”(ibid.: 
8). 
It seems, he himself acknowledges the stereotypical 
danger or at least potential for such dangers within his 
theory but claims that “looking for sex differences is not 
the same as stereotyping” (ibid.: 8): 
 
If we find that, on average, men are taller, heavier, 
stronger, faster, hairier, have larger heads and longer 
forearms than women, it does not mean that we 
won’t find exceptions to these norms. (ibid.: 9). 
 
He warns his readers of stereotyping as it “judges 
individuals according to a set of assumptions about a 
group” and “reduces individuals to an average, whereas 
science recognises that many people fall outside the 
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average range of their group” (ibid.: 9). Noteworthy is 
that Baron-Cohen declares himself as exactly one of 
these individuals who fall outside of his own theory: 
 
I, for example, am male, but would be totally 
unsuited to a job in technical support for any kind of 
system (computers or otherwise). I was drawn to the 
helping profession of clinical psychology - a female-
dominated world. I rely on a wonderful woman 
called Traci at Trinity College for advice on how to 
fix my computer (ibid.: 8).  
 
However, he does not declare that he has a female brain, 
or that this wonderful woman has a male brain. Why? 
Because this notion is rather bizarre. Cordelia Fine 
describes it as “incongruous” (Fine, 2011, xx). One 
might wonder why, if there are a considerable amount of 
individuals who fall outside this average, Baron-Cohen 
even calls it female and male brain and not something 
less judgemental and stereotypical like brain type 1 and 
brain type 2. After all, it rather sounds like a serious 
diagnosis to be a woman with a male brain in one’s skull 
or the other way around. 
As aforementioned, Baron-Cohen claims that looking 
for sex differences is not stereotyping. However, many 
statements he makes, like “[g]irls express their anger 
less directly and propose compromises more often.” 
(Baron-Cohen, 2003: 50), or “[b]oys are more 
egocentric in their speech” (ibid.: 51) do have a 
considerable stereotypical potential to them. Instead of 
emphasising that it is only the average boy or girl who 
tends to behave in that way, he puts it like a general 
truth that is applicable to all, even though he argued 
before that this was not his aim. It seems contradictory 
that he, on one hand, stresses how he is only talking 
about a statistical average and on the other hand, 
produces sentences in which this important detail is not 
at all made clear. Baron-Cohen does not refer to 
profound research for these claims, having gained his 
“evidence” by listening to unknown seemingly random 
conversations: “listening to people chat is another rich 
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source of evidence for empathy skills.” (Baron-Cohen, 
2003: 49). There are multiple contradictions present in 
Baron-Cohen’s statements that considerably weaken his 
theory. 
 
 
How does Baron-Cohen represent the 
heteronormative matrix? 
 
In this section it is argued that Baron-Cohen represents 
the not yet justified and rather dangerous idea of gender 
as having an origin, or as we have referred to it, a core, 
which is innate and can be separated from cultural and 
social discourses. This idea feeds into heteronormativity 
because it disregards discourse as constituting our 
gender identities. It is also stated that the very premise 
for all his studies, working from a binary notion of male 
and female in order to research on systemising and 
empathising, is founded on and works within notions 
from the heteronormative matrix and therefore upholds 
and represents its thriving. Even the fact that he, as a 
professor in psychology, does not question this binary 
and therefore limited view of humans is an indicator of 
how heteronormativity has a strong grip in our society 
as well as Baron-Cohen himself. 
As afore elaborated, heteronormativity is constantly 
produced and reproduced by performative acts. These 
are acts, which imitate an idea of what is “male” or 
“female”. But there is no origin that is being imitated 
and therefore the performative acts that we are imitating 
are in fact also imitations of another imitation and so on. 
Heteronormativity is thereby constantly upheld through 
performance, e.g. clothing, hair, manners, tone of voice, 
vocabulary, in fact the entire “output” of our internal 
lives, but it is also performative because of the effects 
caused by the performance. A rather simple example is 
when advertising companies sell perfume as a signal of 
femininity which causes the uncritical consumer to 
identify perfume as something feminine, but since when 
has a pool of chemicals in a glass bottle been naturally 
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linked to having female genitals? This example 
correlates to Baron-Cohen’s way of representing the 
heteronormative matrix since it can be said that his book 
is, like the perfume advertisement, performative, in 
claiming a natural femininity or masculinity determining 
behaviour. 
Baron-Cohen definitely stands for an essentialist view 
on gender. Arguing that sex differences are deeply 
rooted in our brains, makes it evident that he is trying to 
break with the notion of gender as something created 
and constantly constituted by discourse surrounding the 
subject. It must be noticed that he does somewhat 
acknowledge culture as an important factor in the life 
and mind of a subject, but disregards it as the main 
contributor (Baron-Cohen, 2003: 86-87). 
As a professor of Psychology and a well-recognised 
researcher, it can be argued that the theory he argues for 
has a strong chance in influencing the way we 
understand gender. For this reason the book can be said 
to perform gender while being performative and he even 
does it in the name of neuroscience, a field of study 
which holds a fair amount of respect. His performance 
declares, using rather new and questionable measures of 
arguing, that women have brains hardwired for one 
thing and men for another. The message is clear: It is in 
our brains so stop fighting against it. Taking no regards 
to all the evidence showing that gender roles are fluid 
and very dependent on time and place he claims to have 
found the origin. This view is not only very poorly 
justified on a scientific level (Fine even calls that kind of 
science pop science (Fine, 2010: xxvvii)) but also 
deeply concerning and discomforting. If the minds of 
men and women have a natural core with following 
attributes, what does that leave the rest of us, who does 
not want to or can not fit in with his definition, with? An 
unnatural core? 
As aforementioned the heteronormative matrix works in 
all its three corners with the binary male-female. For the 
matrix to flow smoothly, it needs the male-female 
opposites. Simon Baron-Cohen deals with a very strong 
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distinction between the two, where the biological sexes 
determine a stereotype, which can be deviated from to 
certain degrees but still comes from a ground of the 
binary options male or female. He does mention that one 
can have a so-called balanced brain, but it has 
downsides:  
 
Someone with the balanced brain might be a nicer 
person to have as a boss, but he or she might lack the 
ruthless edge needed to survive and prosper when the 
going gets tough. And for a female, such a balanced 
brain could mean less time spent in relationships, with 
the risk of less social support (ibid.: 131). 
 
which confirms the heteronorm, i.e. having either a male 
or a female brain, as the standard point of departure 
from where to explore deviants. By arguing in such a 
manner he upholds and feeds into this norm which 
leaves women with less privileges and reinforces a 
stereotype for both sexes that leaves no room for 
challenging fixed ideas of masculinity and femininity. In 
order for equality to gain terrain in not only legal and 
political, but also academic, medical and personal 
spheres of life we need to obtain a critical attitude which 
can recognise research like Baron-Cohen’s as upholding 
heteronormativity and maintaining power to 
discriminating discourses fluctuating in the equality 
debate. 
In the next chapter, the views of Cordelia Fine will be 
presented as well as an answer to the research questions 
posed for her book in the introduction. 
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DELUSIONS OF GENDER - 
A CRITIQUE OF 
HETERONORMATIVITY 
 
 
The choice of Fine’s Delusions of Gender stems from 
her rather sceptical discussion of contemporary research 
and conviction of both implicitly and explicitly held 
sexual stereotypes. 
Fine takes a less essentialistic opinion upon the question 
of gender, and speaks for a more constructivist 
understanding. The creation and understanding of 
gender categories see themselves bound to culturally 
constituted images of what it means to be a certain 
gender. 
We consider it possible to both enlighten and make 
explicit gender stereotyping in different ways through 
Fine’s argumentation. By emphasising different kinds of 
gender discrimination at e.g. the workplace (Fine, 2011, 
42), at home (ibid.: 79) and in academia (ibid.: 42), she 
problematises our culturally held preconceptions of 
individuals on the base of being a man or a woman 
(ibid.: 193-194). 
Fine denies being a neurological sceptic, but until that 
present day research has been unable to support 
universalised neurological gender differences (ibid.: 
153-54). She argues that there is no real argument for a 
biologically founded gender difference that comes to 
light in the sense of a heterosexual binary and 
assumptions on certain gender-specific behaviour.  
It is impossible to assume certain essential gender 
attributes in nature and emphasise gender difference 
with patriarchal presumptions. The notion of the 
individualised and active man and the nurturing and 
emotional woman are by a patriarchal view founded on 
insufficient premises. 
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How does Fine argue that sex differences are not 
solely biologically determined but also culturally 
and socially conditioned?  
 
 
Fine’s position favors a broader view upon gender, in 
which the influence of biology is considered in 
connection to the social, meaning that a broader view 
revolves around the problems connected to certain 
understandings of gender, and how these conventions 
actually inhibit the individual on the base of rather 
simplistic and frozen gender convictions. Hence a 
biological justification of a naturalised view upon 
gender stereotypes becomes even more problematic 
when it inhibits and continually reproduces ideas that 
simplify a nuanced identifier as gender (Fine, 2011: 4). 
Consequently it is possible to deduce an inclination of 
Fine to understand gender as a culturally created 
category. Fine’s continuous critique and emphasis upon 
the difficulties in explaining the view of both women 
and men through hardwired differences in the brain is 
based on the understanding of this being impossible up 
to this point. Fine argues that an intuitive cultural lore 
learned and relearned through associative memory 
connected to certain types of behaviour, dictates our 
views of two restricted categories. (ibid.: 1, 3-5).  
Fine admonishes: “If history tells us anything, it is to 
take a second, closer look at our society and our 
science.” (ibid.: xxv), meaning that we must be careful 
about relying too much on ‘evidences’ as those 
presented by Simon Baron-Cohen, when exploring a 
field for which we still lack understanding, since we, in 
fifty years, might look back and see this reliance as a 
mistake.  
From this point of departure Fine takes a look into 
gender as part of social constructivism. In her book, 
Fine rather criticises and disassembles the way in which 
theories on gender and sex differences are created and 
investigates how frivolous assumptions are made. In 
addition she reminds the reader that: 
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(...) psychology and neuroscience - are geared 
towards finding difference, not similarity. (...) Not 
only is there generally great overlap in ‘male’ and 
‘female’ patterns, but also, the male brain is like 
nothing in the world so much as a female brain. 
Neuroscientists can’t even tell them apart at the 
individual level. So why focus on the difference? 
(ibid.: 165). 
 
Fine also inspires the reader to look at the whole gender 
debate from quite a different and foremost sceptical 
angle. She articulates that the way in which gender 
differences are often ascribed to brain differences, may 
also serve a certain ulterior motive which she illustrates 
metaphorically: 
 
(…) the idea that women are predominantly wired for 
empathising while men are hardwired for systemising 
is no basis for equality. It is not an accident that there 
is no Nobel Prize for making people feel included. 
When a child clings on to a highly desirable toy and 
claims that his companion ‘doesn’t want to play with 
it’, I have found that it is wise to be suspicious. The 
same scepticism can be usefully applied here. (ibid.: 
91). 
 
This metaphor acts as a comment on the power relation 
between the sexes, picturing men as the child 
designating power as undesirable for women in an 
attempt to hold onto it themselves. 
Fine encourages to have a sceptical attitude towards 
statements like Baron-Cohen’s as what actually hides 
behind systemising is a career and the role as a 
breadwinner, and what hides behind empathising is the 
role of the mother and wife and thus as the caregiver. 
Theories like the one of Baron-Cohen’s are consistent 
with traditional gender roles, and this is what Fine wants 
to make the reader aware of. 
Furthermore Fine emphasises the complexity of the field 
of study, when gendered actions, beliefs, associations, 
and so forth are investigated. A lot of what happens in 
the brain is implicit and unintentional: “Unlike explicitly 
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held knowledge, where you can be reflective and picky 
about what you believe, associative memory seems to be 
fairly indiscriminate in what it takes on board.” (ibid.: 
5). One might not explicitly, consciously subscribe to 
gender stereotypes but a completely other thing is, what 
happens at an implicit, emotional and subconscious level 
which makes research a very sensitive and easily 
misleading matter. Fine’s claim is that the basis of 
gender inequality lies not in neurological differences 
between the sexes but instead in the social construction: 
 
How should children ignore gender when they 
continually watch it, hear it, see it; are clothed in it, 
sleep in it, eat off it? 
Our minds, society and neurosexism create 
difference. Together, they wire gender. But the 
wiring is soft not hard. It is flexible, malleable and 
changeable. And, if we only believe this, it will 
continue to unravel. (ibid.: 239).     
 
Thus, in order to emphasise her point on gender being 
something socially constructed, we pose the question: 
How does Cordelia Fine approach the theories presented 
by Baron-Cohen? This will allow us to shed light onto 
the dangers of putting too much trust in scientific 
“facts”. 
As a representative of the constructivist side, there lies 
an obvious fundamental distance-taking to the theories 
presented by the field of neuroscience. Throughout the 
book she is trying to deconstruct the common belief of 
gender being something solely hard-wired. 
She questions whether we should trust the proof 
presented by supposedly biased science or if one, to a 
greater extent, should try to acknowledge the vital role 
and impact of the environmental and cultural aspect of 
one’s development. 
The preceding three experiments, presented by Baron-
Cohen, will in the following part be deconstructed with 
the spectacles of Cordelia Fine. 
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Empathy Quotient Test 
An example where evidence of sex differences 
presented by neuroscience has not taken culture into 
deliberation, and where Fine actually proves them 
wrong, is in an example related to the male being unable 
to empathise to the same degree as women. According 
to Simon Baron-Cohen, it is only 17 per cent of men that 
have the female brain, implicitly, that merely 17 per cent 
of men have the ability to empathise to the same extent 
as women (Fine, 2011: 16). In the course of her book, 
Fine is tearing down this proof step by step. It firstly 
questioned the methods of this obtainment. The very 
method used for the establishment of the investigation 
is, in her terms, based on a very questionable technique 
viz. his Empathy Quotient questionnaire. Naming a test 
‘Empathy Quotient’ does not, as a lone analysis, truly 
make the test about empathising. She states: “Asking 
people to report on their own social sensitivity is a bit 
like testing mathematical ability with questions like “I 
can easily solve differential equations” (ibid.: 16). In 
this method of obtaining material lies “something 
doubtfully subjective” (ibid.: 16). The ‘real proof’ is 
crucially missing in this sort of approach. It appears to 
be more a test of how empathic one would like to appear 
to others or themselves. Does this test show who is more 
empathic in the real world? No it does not, i.e. this 
questionnaire says nothing about who would be the first 
person to react to a person in harm. It might be a woman 
or it might be a man (or something in between), but one 
thing is clear, this approach cannot predict actual 
interpersonal accuracy. To support this, the conclusion 
of a recent study on what makes a good empathiser 
states: “People, in general, are not very reliable judges 
of their own mind-reading abilities.” (ibid.: 17). 
 
 
Reading the Mind Test 
This quote opens up for another counter argument Fine 
poses against essentialist gender views. Still in relation 
to the ability of empathising, her academic foe Simon 
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Baron Cohen has “developed a test of empathising” 
(Baron-Cohen, 2003: 58), with colleague Sally 
Wheelwright called ‘Reading the Mind in the Eyes’ 
Test. This test is essentially about showing one’s 
empathic skills through one’s ability to pick one word 
that describes best what the person or ‘eyes’ are feeling. 
Taking hindsight to an essentialist view and its very 
clear distinguishing between males and females, the 
conclusion to the test says “(…) as you might have 
anticipated, women are more accurate on this test.” 
(ibid.: 34).   
The critique of this test shares same condemnation the 
Empathy Quotient questionnaire. There is a correlation 
to the two experiments and the shaky methodological 
foundation that has established them. Once again there 
is a certain non-objective approach to the fact that the 
participants are, as well in the EQ, asked to state their 
sex before starting the test. 
Cordelia Fine argues that gender identities can just as 
well be primed without the help of openly expressed 
gender stereotypes. Thus an innocent question as ticking 
of whether one is a female or male can prime gender. A 
group of researchers did a study on American university 
students that strengthens this claim in a scientific 
manner. They presented two tests; one where their 
ethnicity stood alone and another where the test-taker’s 
gender was included. With the question of one’s gender 
surprising effects occurred. The outcome was that the 
European American women felt more confident about 
their language skills and rated their skills in mathematics 
lower when their gender was salient. Moreover when the 
men were thinking of themselves as men, rather than as 
European Americans, they rated their math abilities 
higher. When they took the test in which European 
American was salient and not their gender, they rated 
their verbal skills higher. Thus in Cordelia Fine’s own 
words “[e]ven stimuli that are so subtle as to be 
imperceptible can bring about a change in self-
perception.” (Fine, 2010: 9). There is another aspect to 
self-perception that is being enhanced viz. the boundary 
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of self-perception. One’s self-perception is permeable 
and regulated to other’s perception of oneself. As 
Princeton University psychologist Stacey Sinclair and 
colleagues have shown in a number of experiments that 
“people socially ‘tune’ their self-evaluations to blend 
with the opinion of the self held by others. With a 
particular person in mind, or in anticipation of 
interacting with them, self-conception adjusts to create a 
shared reality.” (ibid.: 10). Thus when the perception of 
you is of stereotypical kind one’s own mind follows suit.  
Furthermore, Baron-Cohen fails to inform us that at the 
“Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test” average females 
scored 23 out of 36 whereas men scored 22 (Fine, 2011: 
18). It is thus possible to question the reliability of this 
test in terms of testing the ability to read the emotions of 
other, and to differences in gender. By simplifying and 
breaking the social situation into a still photo of two 
eyes and two eyebrows, some difficulties in emulating 
an authentic social situation arise. In the complex 
situation of human communication, there is no 
predetermined choice between four practical 
possibilities. 
 
The Face and the Mobile Test 
The third and last experiment is one that too is made by 
Simon Baron-Cohen (see figure 2 on page 45). It 
investigates the empathising/systemising skills of 
newborns. The test was set out to uphold the continuing 
essentialistic viewpoint that sex differences are already 
present in the prenatal stage (Baron-Cohen, 2003: 57). It 
was assumed that there were no cultural biases that had 
been introduced to the newborns. Baron-Cohen and 
colleagues collaborated in a test where infants (children 
who were on average one-and-a-half day old) were 
supposed to be tested in how people-centred or object-
centred they were. His claim was that boys would look 
longer at the object due to their systemising brains 
whereas infant girls were estimated to look longer at the 
face due to their more empathising brain. The procedure 
was simple - 102 babies were introduced to a mobile to 
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look at and at another time the face of a woman (Fine, 
2010: 112) The interest of both sexes would show a 
tendency for either empathising vs. systemising. The not 
very surprising conclusion was that boys looked longer 
at the mobile and the girls longer at the face. Simon 
Baron-Cohen regards this as an indicator for different 
behavioural patterns that will stick with the children for 
the rest of their lives: “This difference at birth echoes a 
pattern we have seen right across the human lifespan.” 
(ibid.: 58). 
He builds his claim that women are more engaging in 
‘consistent’ social smiling and they keep eye contact 
more often than men upon this study with one-and-a-
half-day old infants. Cordelia Fine remains sceptic 
towards this test once again due the to rocky grounds 
that set the foundation for the test. The psychologists 
Alison Nash and Giordana Grossi have pointed out that 
the test “was flawed in ways it simply need not have 
been.” (Fine, 2011: 113). A newer study with the exact 
same premise, which appears to be arguably less to the 
advantage of the essentialistic viewpoint, comes to a 
wholly different conclusion when conducting the test, 
namely that no gender differences in the eye gaze were 
found in the newborns (ibid.: 115). Cordelia Fine 
explains this alteration of results in line of Nash and 
Grossi as a ‘striking design flaw’ (ibid.: 114). The test 
conducted by Simon Baron-Cohen was marked by a 
non-neutral setting. A delivery room is full of clues as to 
the sex of the newborn and thus it is a test that can easily 
be seen as having been marked by the experimenter. 
Some of the examples mentioned consists of an 
illustration that there is already a gendered impact on the 
babies. From a baby wearing a pink or blue blanket to 
coloured name cards on the baby’s bassinet. Here Fine 
presents the criticism that “you have to make sure that 
this information doesn’t unconsciously affect your 
behaviour towards the baby”, and she asserts that “[t]his, 
of course, is impossible” (ibid.: 114 ). The essential 
claim of this criticism states that there were no 
precautions taken, that would allow the study being 
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without any exterior influences. Thus, the reproduction 
of studies on the subject of babies have not had 
equivalent results. 
What is more criticised in the practice used in the 
investigation is the lack of using the same procedure on 
all the test subjects. The babies were tested in a too 
diverse manner. In order to receive a solid outcome of a 
test, all kinds of seemingly small variables, like whether 
the children lay on their back in their crib or sit on their 
mothers laps, have to be considered.  
In relation to that counter argument, a last remark on the 
study of babies and the proof of the hardwired 
differences in the brain, is one that comes off in an 
almost amusing way - namely that the striking detail that 
babies do not see very well. As Cordelia Fine puts it 
“[t]hey aren’t actually even drawn to faces per se but to 
visual stimuli that, like the face, have a top-heavy 
pattern.” (ibid.: 113). Given the fact that babies up until 
they are three months old prefer face-like patterns over 
real faces there is a crucial inaccuracy in the discrepancy 
of how the babies were studied.  
 
A Sceptic View 
As a final conclusion to the three preceding experiments 
and the general methodological approach of these 
experiments she admonishes to take a second look at the 
proof presented. One should retain a critical view upon 
such a survey that primes gender since they 
unconsciously aid in upholding the common belief of 
gender being hardwired. Cordelia Fine states that 
“[m]any studies are over-interpreted… Many studies 
have methodological flaws.” (Fine, 2011: 116). Seen in 
relation to Simon Baron-Cohen and his conclusion to the 
above mentioned experiments “that biology plays a 
role” (Baron-Cohen, 2003: 58), Cordelia Fine responds 
with clear scepticism: “Contrast, for a moment, the 
confidence of claims that boys and girls arrive with 
differently prewired interests, against the flimsiness of 
the evidence.” (Fine, 2011: 117). In relation to a quote 
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by Simon Baron-Cohen there is a severe flaw that, 
according to Cordelia Fine, is not fulfilled by the quoter 
himself.  
 
As Simon Baron-Cohen himself has written, ‘the 
field of sex differences in mind needs to proceed in a 
fashion that is sensitive… by cautiously looking at 
the evidence and being careful not to overstate what 
can be concluded.’ (ibid.: 117), 
 
We should therefore not only be more critical when 
confronted with ‘facts’, we should also try to 
acknowledge the vital role and impact of the 
environmental and cultural aspect of every individual’s 
personal development. 
  
 
How does Fine criticise the heteronormative 
matrix? 
This construction of gendered identity which constitutes 
the heterosexual matrix, Fine argues, has a visible effect 
on the way subjects perceive themselves within a social 
context: 
These gendered paths and outcomes then become 
part of the social world that entangles minds – 
gendering the very sense of self, social perception, 
and behavior that will then seamlessly become once 
again part of the gendered social world. (Fine, 2011: 
96). 
An example of how certain social settings can prime 
gender and change one’s perception of self is presented 
by Fine through an American study. This study entailed 
a questionnaire for university students in which they 
were to rate their own abilities in aspects such as 
mathematical skills and verbal skills. Before answering 
these questions some of them had to tick a box, 
categorising themselves as either male or female and 
Fine argues that: “[e]ven an innocently neutral question 
of this kind can prime gender.” (ibid.: 9). The results of 
this cunning questionnaire was that those who identified 
themselves as male consequently rated their 
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mathematical abilities higher whereas females rated 
their verbal skills higher (ibid.: 9). This result is 
contingent with prevailing gender norms, and thereby 
the study proves that a change in self-perception can 
easily be triggered simply by putting oneself into a 
certain category. Here a parallel can be drawn to Baron-
Cohen’s empathy test in which subjects’ empathy levels 
were measured on behalf of self-perception (Baron-
Cohen, 2003: 59). This is where Fine underlines the 
insufficiency in drawing essential difference-conclusion 
within a self-perceptive framework, since this entails 
salient social construction and has no visible roots in 
biology. Thereby the research of Fine argues directly 
against Baron-Cohen, rendering his conclusion 
insufficient and calls for an inclusion of social aspects 
when examining these matters.  
Fine argues that the perceptive and deceptive notion of 
gender can be seen within households, where career 
oriented women, due to these gender norms, still have to 
cope with the workload of housekeeping and living up 
to the role of the nurturer: 
 
Female faculty with children report working fifty-
one hours a week at their jobs and another fifty-one 
hours a week doing housework and child care - truly 
the second shift. That’s a 102-hour work week, 
accounting for more than fourteen hours per day. 
(Fine, 2011: 92-93). 
 
Fine’s point is that “ the same career entails greater 
sacrifices for her than for him.” (ibid.: 93). This state of 
gender-oriented inequality is a clear manifestation of the 
heteronormative matrix and the effects it has on our 
lives.  
Fine furthermore bespeaks this issue through an 
argument for subjects being gendered and categorised 
which results in differentiating treatment of the sexes 
among children. This is an argument that fits well with 
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the intentions and goals of gender neutrality, as Fine 
states: 
It is so ubiquitous now to dress and accessorise boys 
and girls differently, from birth, that it is easy to 
forget to wonder why we do this or to ask what 
children themselves might make of this rigidly 
adhered-to code. (ibid.: 207). 
 
From this point it can be derived, that gendered norms 
are compromising subjectivity and identity and 
rendering people into one of two possibilities in a 
binary. These are categorisations that, already from 
childhood, shape subjects and lay out paths in one’s life. 
The binary paths are influenced by differentiating 
treatment of children based on gendered norms, which 
the children themselves pick up on and carry out, 
influencing others in the same manner. This is what 
constitutes performative acts as a production and 
reproduction of the heteronormative matrix.  
A socially constructed norm that Fine argues we can 
break with, simply by breaking with performativity. In 
her chapter Gender Education Fine argues for this point 
by introducing the psychologists and married couple 
Sandra and Daryl Bem who decided to raise their 
children in a gender-neutral environment. This attempt 
of gender neutrality has had a clear effect on the 
children’s self-perception (ibid.: 214-216), and it goes to 
show that it is possible to break with the norm and that it 
might therefore not ‘all be in their nature.’ By 
examining how gendered norms can be avoided solely 
through an alteration of the social, Fine has developed 
an argument that speaks directly against Baron-Cohen’s. 
This is a point that will be elaborated further in the 
section where we pose the question whether Fine 
provides a possible solution. 
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How does her critique of neurosexism further the 
gender debate? 
 
Fine introduces the term ‘neurosexism’ in her book 
Delusions of gender when examining the claim of males 
and females having essential brain differences. She 
critiques the notion presented by some neuroscientists of 
gender being hardwired and that this is what guides our 
roles and occupations in life: “Neurosexism promotes 
damaging, limiting, potentially self-fulfilling 
stereotypes.” (Fine, 2010:174). Her aim is to break 
down these stereotypes and to reestablish the argument 
that the social element plays a major role in the 
construction of traditional gender roles. Cordelia Fine 
argues that this kind of neuroscience is a “new 
‘advertising copy’ for the old stereotype of female as 
submissive, emotional, oversensitive gossips.” 
(ibid.:100). In other words, sexism disguised as 
neuroscience. 
 
There have been tests conducted on monkeys that show 
that male monkeys enjoyed playing with boyish toys 
like a police car, whereas female monkeys favored 
girlish toys like a doll (ibid.:124). These tests emphasise 
the biological differences in the brain, which is enough 
for Baron Cohen. On the other hand, Cordelia Fine 
argues that one positive test out of 50 does not make it a 
common fact, and furthermore, it is not clear that a toy 
taken from human culture has the same meaning to a 
monkey (ibid.: 124). 
Fine argues that all these facts would make sense if the 
facts were connected in some way; but following the 
track of contemporary science, there have been 
discovered a huge number of gaps, assumptions without 
proof, and leaps of faith. As Anne Fausto-Sterling, 
biology professor at Brown University, pointed out: 
“Despite the many recent insights of brain research, this 
organ remains a vast unknown, a perfect medium on 
which to project, even unwittingly, assumptions about 
gender.” (ibid.: xxviii.). Fine is also drawing on 
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neuroendocrinologist Geert De Vries who pointed out 
that “[s]cientists have not gotten an inch closer to 
working out how this sex difference in the brain 
translates into behaviour” (ibid.: 104). She is basically 
claiming that we have to be very precautious when 
making assumptions about sex differences based on 
brain research: “In short, we don’t know what’s going 
on.” (ibid.: 123). 
With her book Delusions of gender Cordelia Fine wants 
to go further in the debate meaning that she aims to 
explore the stereotypes about men and women and the 
dangerous consequences of this. Her aim is to break 
down the essentialistic arguments of biology and the 
stereotypes salient in society and to support the fight for 
the diversity of gender, opening the discussion to 
embrace gender neutrality as well. Fine furthers 
progressive streams of thought that believe in an open 
attitude towards gender and supports the notion of 
gender being socially constructed as well as biologically 
determined, but simultaneously underlines the 
importance of considering both when examining the 
issue. 
Fine takes the debate further by arguing against 
neurosexism and thereby feeding into equality oriented 
streams of thought. She wipes the slate clean and 
thereby contributes to creating a considerable new space 
to which the gender debate can be taken. 
 
 
Does Fine provide a possible solution? 
 
Cordelia Fine emphasises the dangers of relying solely 
on natural science when addressing the issues of gender 
differences. As mentioned before, Fine claims that the 
brain is a very complex organ and difficult to understand 
for science, which makes it prone to misinterpretations. 
Thus this dependence will act as a reinforcing factor of 
heteronormativity, rendering subjects into only one of 
two possible categories in a binary (i.e. male or female): 
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Once in the public domain these supposed facts about 
male and female brains become part of the culture, 
often lingering on well past their best-by dates. Here, 
they reinforce and legitimate the gender stereotypes 
that interact with our minds, helping to create the very 
gender inequalities that the neuroscientific claims 
seek to explain. (Fine, 2011: 186). 
 
The effect of these arguably insufficient neuroscientific 
explanations is compromising individuality, one’s 
ability to determine one’s own desired identity, and 
dividing the public sphere into either ‘pink’ or ‘blue’. 
Thus, her writing can be seen as an attempt to decode 
the inadequacies of biological explanations for said 
matters and underline the vital importance of including 
society and culture in the equation. This understanding 
of gender is in the spectacles of Cordelia Fine of crucial 
importance if equality is to become realisable. This 
would include the establishing of a general 
understanding of the effects of performative acts upon 
the heterosexual norm, i.e. an understanding of the way 
in which heteronormativity is produced and reproduced 
through these acts. Only through the understanding of 
this will a solution be possible. This solution would 
include breaking with these gendered performative acts 
which would consequently force the established 
heteronormative matrix to crumble. A way of achieving 
this, according to Fine, could be through gender 
neutrality. An element of gender neutrality is that of 
gender-neutral parenting. Through Delusions of Gender 
she presents cases in which gender-neutral parenting has 
had the desired effect that children were able to step 
outside the gender norms, the categorisation as either 
male or female, and find something more resembling 
individuality. One of Fine’s examples is that of the Bem 
family, who raised their children in a gender-neutral 
fashion (the following is a statement from the parents): 
 
[O]ur son Jeremy, then age four, … decided to wear 
barrettes [hair slides] to nursery school. Several 
times that day, another little boy told Jeremy that he, 
Jeremy, must be a girl because `only girls wear 
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barrettes´. After trying to explain to this child that 
`wearing barrettes doesn’t matter´ and that `being a 
boy means having a penis and testicles´, Jeremy 
finally pulled down his pants as a way of making his 
point more convincingly. The other child was not 
impressed. He simply said, `Everyone has a penis; 
only girls wear barrettes.´ (ibid.: 215). 
 
This example might show that it might not be ‘all in 
their nature’, but that it is possible to break with these 
behavioural norms through a change in social setting. 
However, this change in social setting includes many 
aspects for which alterations would be necessary if the 
desired impact is to be achieved, since gender norms are 
salient almost everywhere in society: 
 
Given the continual emphasis on gender in the 
young child’s life, together with a rich fodder of 
information about its cultural correlates, it is hardly 
surprising that gender-neutral parenting fails. (ibid.: 
238). 
 
 
Fine defines children as ‘gender detectives’ (ibid.: 207), 
referring to their overwhelming ability to pick up on 
gender signs and their desire to categorise items and 
subjects in order to gain an understanding of them. Put 
together with the contemporary societal state of 
gendered signification, renders gender neutrality a close 
to impossible state, which means that an elimination of 
discriminating gender norms would require a complete 
overhaul of the societal attitude towards gender. This, 
Fine argues, requires a general understanding of gender 
being softwired rather than hardwired and: “(...) if we 
only believe this, it will continue to unrave.l” (ibid.: 
239). In other words, gaining an understanding of the 
constructed nature of gender will evolve our way of 
thinking gender and thereby our attitude towards it, 
which might lead us towards a more equality based 
society. 
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CONCLUDING THE DEBATE 
 
 
Who, in the debate between Fine and Baron-
Cohen, produces the most convincing 
arguments? 
 
Both Fine and Baron-Cohen have more and less 
convincing arguments to offer. The latter theorist 
somehow seems to build his theory, of two different 
brain types, on a ground that seems visible and 
applicable to everyone in our society. Most students in 
the technical and natural sciences are men, whereas one 
will find more women in the caring professions and at 
home caring for their children and doing household 
chores. And perhaps even more convincing and obvious: 
Little boys play with vehicles whilst girls prefer dolls. 
According to Baron-Cohen’s argument, the reasons for 
those differences are biologically determined and 
originate from different brain types: 
 
Consider the little girl in one study who had been left 
with a male-typical toy (a truck) to play with, and who 
said: ‘My mommy would want me to play with this, but 
I don’t want to.’ This strongly suggests that children are 
making choices that are not simply the result of what 
their parents want for them, but reflect on other factors. 
(Baron-Cohen, 2003: 93). 
 
One stabilising factor in his argumentation is the way in 
which he is using everyday examples that we can all 
relate to. He talks about little children’s toy preferences 
and about the way women and men act differently on 
everyday occasions. One example that demonstrates the 
manner in which Baron-Cohen makes his arguments 
intelligible to all, points to the interaction between 
women:  
 
One of the women may open a conversation with her 
female friend by saying something like this:  
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Oh I love your dress. You must tell me where you got 
it. You look so pretty in it. It really goes well with your 
bag. (ibid.: 53). 
 
Baron-Cohen wonders: “Why do women do this whilst 
men hardly ever do so?” (ibid.: 53). This sort of argument 
draws on the consensus of ‘what we all know’ and 
definitely encounters fertile grounds on which to grow. It 
is clearly easier to be uncritical towards these kind of 
arguments than to ask, whether this really reflects the 
diverse, multi-faceted and complex human brain or 
whether this kind of gendered behaviour is rather a 
simplified, “soap-opera” portrayal - and in Butlerian terms, 
a performance. For what is happening in the example that 
Baron-Cohen treats as evidence for certain innate brain 
functions? Gender is performed. The way the woman 
interacts with another woman in the example is, following 
Butler, much more a result of the societal patterns 
involving heteronormativity that we are surrounded with 
and that we keep reproducing. Thus, what Baron-Cohen 
treats as “evidence” might lose its convincing value and 
furthermore make the professor’s argument look one-
dimensional when keeping in mind Butler’s theories. 
Furthermore one might argue, that it is unconvincing to 
draw conclusions about profound biological brain 
differences on the base of rather quick observations of so-
called typical behaviour. 
In opposition Cordelia Fine is arguing against a common 
belief of inherent differences between the sexes. She manages 
to deconstruct much of his and other theorist’s arguments by 
scrutinising research that was being used as evidence and as 
afore elaborated, she indeed discovered many weaknesses in 
Baron-Cohen’s data. Not only this, though, she also passes on 
a body of utterly convincing and very sharp-minded counter 
arguments as for example, with regards to the educational 
system which Baron-Cohen wants to have changed in 
accordance with the notion different brain types. Fine argues:  
 
If we focused on similarity, we’d conclude that 
boys and girls should be taught the same way. 
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You’re not convinced? You feel sure these brain 
differences must be educationally important? 
Okay, fine. Separate your boys and girls. Or if 
you want to be really thorough, because there is 
overlap with these sex differences, strictly 
speaking one should provide separate streaming 
for, say, Large Amygdalas and Small Amygdalas, 
or Overactivated versus Underactivated Left 
Frontal Lobes. And now tell me how you tailor 
your teaching to the size of the amygdala, or to 
the patterns of brain activity to a photo of a 
fearful face. (Fine, 2010: 166). 
 
Fine concludes: “There is no reliable way to translate these 
brain differences into educational strategies.” (ibid.: 166). 
Several times, Fine sharply attacks theories that promote 
sex differences in the brain and provides thought-
provoking, often metaphorical material that not seldomly 
points to the absurdity that Fine sees in these theories. She 
does not hide her anger towards theorists who strengthen 
neurosexism, as she calls it, and whose evidence is weak. 
This makes her seem touchable, as the reader gains the 
feeling that Fine is truly concerned and deeply engaged in 
the whole matter. She also shares personal issues with her 
readers:  
“Sometimes, just for fun, my building contractor husband and 
I briefly imagine what it would be like to swap jobs.” (ibid.: 
90) or “ (...) although we’re rather more discrete about our 
need for appreciation, we nonetheless lap it up wherever it’s 
available. (I don’t think it’s just me.)” (ibid.: 92).  
The way language is used is crucially important when 
looking at the persuasive power of an argument. The tone 
Fine uses in her book is certainly polarising - either one likes 
it, as it is utterly entertaining and human and Fine does not 
pretend to be objective, or one misprises it, as one finds it 
inappropriate and not academic enough.  
But even in case one might dislike her tone now and then, 
one will be surprised by the quality of her deliberation and 
her efforts in scrutinising the data of fellow theorists. Her 
important statement that the sex-brain theory is consistent 
with traditional role patterns that oppressed women, 
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functions as a much needed reminder to be careful when 
talking about sex differences in the brain with levity. 
Furthermore she emphasises that “(...) it’s the sexism that 
bursts through the doors of preschools and schools, 
cleverly disguised in neuroscientific finery, that [she] 
find[s] most disturbing.” (ibid.: 162). 
If we were to decide who put up the better arguments after 
all, we would call Cordelia Fine the more convincing 
scholar. That is because the foundation of her arguments is 
much stronger.  
Baron-Cohen’s arguments, in contrast, seem to be based on 
a body of fragile data and evidence. The Empathy 
Quotient, on which he bases a considerable amount of 
assumptions that result in his theory, is completely based 
on self-assessment and not on actual behaviour. 
Furthermore his theory appears weak if one carries it out to 
the individual. Only because a man is good at empathising 
and not as good at systemising, he is supposed to have a 
female brain? It seems, Baron-Cohen needs to elaborate on 
that point and maybe find a less black and white and more 
plausible explanation. It is also important to note that this 
theory is problematic with regards to equality and moral. 
As Neil Levy put it, the “idea that women are 
predominantly hardwired for empathising while men are 
hardwired for systemising ‘is just no basis for equality’.” 
(ibid.: 9). Baron-Cohen’s theory gives quite a lot of room 
for discrimination and strengthens the segregation between 
the sexes.  
Cordelia Fine, in contrast, is seeker for equality and stands as 
a clear opponent of quickly drawn conclusions from sex to 
brain. She warns: 
 
(...) it is still the case today that gender inequalities, 
and the gender stereotypes they evoke, interact with 
our minds in ways that create inequalities of access.  
Meanwhile, neuroscience is used by some in a way 
that has often been used in the past: to reinforce, with 
all the authority of science, old-fashioned stereotypes 
and roles. (ibid.: 237). 
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We find that Cordelia Fine has a point here. It is important 
to treat the gender questions with great caution and not 
speculating when making assumptions from sex to brain 
because such theories can easily result in discrimination 
and inequality.  
 
 
How did the two authors develop their 
knowledge and how does that influence their 
approach to gender? 
 
When looking at a theory a crucial element to take into 
consideration is the one of epistemology. Investigating 
how the respective scholars have gained and obtained 
the founding knowledge for their theories will help us 
grasp the entirety of the concepts involved. This reveals 
possible weaknesses and biases of a theory, but also 
makes it more understandable and possibly stronger. 
What has led to the theory or the claims that are 
presented? What is the theorist’s overall academic 
specialization and how is that reflected in their 
statements?  
Fine and Baron-Cohen have very different academic 
backgrounds that crucially impact their standpoints. 
When looking at Baron-Cohen’s theory it is important to 
acknowledge one of his major original intentions behind 
it, namely attempting to understand the nature of Autism 
spectrum disorders. Baron-Cohen explains: 
 
I first wrote about the extreme male brain theory of 
autism in 1997. I didn’t dare present the ideas in 
public until Cure Autism Now organized a scientific 
meeting at Rutgers University in March 2000. They 
encouraged their invited speakers, of whom I was one, 
to present their most provocative ideas. To my 
surprise they did not smile politely at my theory (...). 
(Baron-Cohen, 2003: xii). 
 
The director of the Autism Research Centre at 
Cambridge University has his specialization in the field 
of autism. According to him a person (in most cases 
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male) with autism has an extreme version of the male 
brain, which is why he coined the two brain type terms 
in the first place. The aim of finding out how an autistic 
brain works, led Baron-Cohen to assume that autists 
have extreme form of a systemising brain. He therefore 
drew a parallel between a male brain and the extreme 
male brain with an opposing empathising, female brain. 
That actually led him into starting a wholly new 
discussion, namely the one about gender and sex 
differences in the brain that we investigated in this 
project. Looking at Baron-Cohen’s theory from that 
angle might somehow change the perception of his 
argument. To know that he actually departed from the 
field of autism and not gender studies might make his 
theory more transparent and in a way more justifiable.  
Cordelia Fine, in contrast, starts her claims from a quite 
different point. She bases her claims on a considerable 
body of observations she made about fellow authors, 
whose data she considers biased and weak. This means 
that her point of departure is one, where she does not 
attempt to present a theory she has developed, but where 
she wants to express and inform a wide readership about 
the many mistakes that were being made by authors, 
who assure that there are essential differences in the 
brain. She often uses those studies as a stepping-stone to 
present her own convictions. It seems she develops a lot 
of ideas about gender by looking at what it’s not - the 
other theorists’ mistakes function as a major foundation 
for her claims. This can naturally be a point of critique, 
as she might seem counterproductive and hostile 
towards the other authors, who focus on constructing 
instead of deconstructing. However, at times dominant 
knowledge needs to be proven wrong before there is 
room for new thoughts and arguments. Another point to 
notice is the field of brain science that works with 
fragile connections between complex psychology and 
tangible, “easy-to-read” brain functions. One of the 
major points of Fine’s criticism is the so-called notion of 
cherry picking, which is a problem when investigating 
social phenomena since brain research is still in infancy 
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and can offer results which support almost any given 
claim. But this criticism can be turned around and used 
against Fine herself and one should therefore be cautious 
towards accepting her possible cherry-picking of results 
as well as accepting Baron-Cohen’s. Methodologically 
speaking, what has been the purposed aim in this project 
has been to grasp and acknowledge an aspect of a 
delicate problem. In order to comprehend the 
complicated ensemble of gender we have sought to 
present the core of the problem through the two 
respective scholars. In doing so perspectives of both 
Cordelia Fine and Simon Baron-Cohen have been taken 
and thus strengths and weaknesses have come to light. 
 
 
How does the outcome of the debate take us 
further towards a solution to gender problems? 
 
 
The outcome of the debate shows us quite plainly again how 
important it is to be sensitive towards claiming opposing 
male/female minds on the base of essential gender 
differences and vice versa. A profound research is crucial 
when making assumptions and drawing conclusions of the 
brain. And as known, the brain is very complex and remains 
uncharted territory in respect to certain functions. 
Neuroscience might not even yet be at a point where 
conclusions can be drawn concerning sex differences in the 
brain. It should also provide awareness about the extra 
precautions that must be taken, when drawing these 
conclusions, because their conclusions can be used in the 
gender debate in a backward-looking manner which feeds 
certain agendas. 
If the discussions on gender and sex differences should pay 
attention to one thing, it is to rule out exclusion from society. 
Identities are multifaceted and complex and that both within 
and outside the borders of sex. However, common to all 
should be equal rights and opportunities. Instead of 
promoting the difference between the sexes, one can also 
emphasise the similarities or the diversity.  
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The debate leaves us at this next stage of our project, which 
will present a possible way of freeing us from gendered 
constraints and emphasises equality, or arguably diversity 
instead of difference.  
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GENDER NEUTRALITY -  
A POSSIBLE SOLUTION 
 
 
What is gender neutrality, what is it striving 
for and what is it a reaction to? 
 
In order to make explicit our use of gender neutrality 
within this project, a clear definition is required 
regarding our understanding of the term and its goals. 
The basis for our understanding of gender neutrality is 
manifold. Firstly it must be stated that our understand of 
the term stems from progressive, norm-critical theories, 
which include queer and feminist theory, encompassing: 
Butler, Fine, Marinucci and other contemporary thinkers 
in gender equality. Secondly, this line of thinking has 
been accompanied by the salient gender debate-taking 
place in public domains and statements from gender-
neutral institutions such as Egalia. Thirdly, within this 
constellation common ground has been found, resulting 
in a definition of gender neutrality as an equality based 
attempt to both further the gender debate and transcend 
traditional gender roles and the restrictions that therein 
lie. They do so by breaking with gendered performative 
acts and hence the frozen gender stereotypes. This 
includes an elimination of the categorisation of 
‘normal,’ which is a term that automatically excludes 
certain social groups and deems them as not ‘normal.’ 
When exploring what gender neutrality is a reaction to, 
we have taken use of Bronwyn Davies, an independent 
scholar based in Sydney and a professor at the 
University of Melbourne. In her writing The 
accomplishment of genderedness in preschool-aged 
children (1987), she developed an innovative social 
research where she claims that gender is a central 
defining feature of identity in our society. She argues 
that through the process of learning language we learn to 
constitute ourselves, as gendered identities and therefore 
positioned into categories of male or female within an 
existing social order (Davies 1987: 280).  
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This line of thinking is contingent with what gender 
neutrality is attempting to break with, i.e. the binary 
system offered by the heteronormative matrix. Because 
of the binary system within the heteronormative matrix 
we are given two opportunities which are crucial to how 
we understand ourselves and our social realities. This is 
exactly why we see the need of a new set of ideas that 
can disrupt this production and reproduction of these 
normative options, and gender neutrality in upbringing. 
Davies’ point is along the lines of Cordelia Fine’s 
arguments that gender stereotyping is placed on children 
from a very early age. The gender associations were and 
are created through experiences in our environment 
picked up by our associative memory that influence our 
perception of gender roles (Fine, 2011: 4-5).  
Gender neutrality can be seen as an attempt to 
deconstruct our way of thinking gender by allowing 
subjects to not live up to the norm and thereby, ideally, 
be able to identify themselves on dignifying and 
independent terms.  
Through this project we have realised that there is no 
core which justifies the term “normal” in regards to 
gender. 
Stereotypes are rooted deep within us through culture, 
one can therefore see the need for measures such as 
gender neutrality, since this is an attempt to break with 
socially constructed norms, break with gendered 
performative acts, i.e.: confronting the ‘normal’. In 
order to fight against heteronormativity we have to be 
wary of stereotypes. Children try to find a standpoint in 
the society they are born; through language they are 
confronted with stereotypes, making them decide 
between two roles: either female or male. This is what 
gender neutrality can be said to react against. 
Gender neutrality can therefore be seen as a reaction to 
the inequalities and the frozen stereotypes salient in 
society (and more precisely in this project), a reaction to 
the heteronormative matrix. In Delusions of Gender, 
Cordelia Fine touches upon a subject such as gender 
education, which is essential for the gender 
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development of a child. As is it a fairly new concept, 
there have been many heated debates on the subject, 
although gender neutrality has yet to be a common 
phenomenon. There are few institutions where gender 
neutrality is utilised, one of those is the kindergarten in 
Stockholm, Egalia. 
 
 
How does Egalia implement the ideas of 
gender neutrality in their pedagogical 
strategy? 
 
Following the gender neutrality movement, we see 
political movements in the conduct of everyday life. 
Concurrent ideas of gender neutrality are becoming 
visible in the political landscape in Sweden and in 
Denmark as examples. 
The Swedish kindergarten “Egalia” in Stockholm 
defines itself as a gender-neutral kindergarten. Their 
gender-politics influence the daily practice of the 
kindergarten, as they write on their website: “Gender is 
not a planned activity, not theme work or a project in 
Egalia. The work with gender and equality is an 
approach and a founding set of values which permeates 
the entire institution.” (Appendix: 88). The idea 
therefore revolves around an idea of how gender and 
beliefs are continually produced and reproduced in the 
institution. 
A conviction of the need to continually influence 
children to construct and do equality permeates the 
entirety of the institution. They build upon an 
understanding of values and ideas as something not 
given by itself, but they are taught and learned through 
continuous examples posed by the behaviour and 
approach of the pedagogues: “We at Egalia believe that 
it is a very important part of working with gender (genus 
work) lies with us the pedagogues in the shape of 
behaviour, attitude and approach (…).” (Appendix: 88).  
This is a reaction to our aforementioned work with the 
creation of gender stereotypes through preconceived 
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opinions and prejudice. As mentioned in the text: “In 
Egalia, we believe that the traditional perceptions of 
“feminine” and “masculine” has affected us as humans 
to separate according to gender.” (Appendix: 88). A 
heteronormative discourse is sought diminished on the 
base of a new discourse on gender created by the 
pedagogues. By working to create a gender-neutral 
environment it creates a new idea of normality in the 
social environment of the kindergarten itself. A new 
norm is created and continually performed in 
accordance with the person subject to the new discourse.  
This means that an authoritative institution is in the 
midst of creating an environment, that breaks with the 
present political discourse on gender. A regulation of 
behaviour to include the grey areas of the otherwise 
normally accepted definition of male and female. In 
order to circumvent ideas that restrict the individual it is 
possible to mark the constraints of cultural limitations 
on understandings of gender.  
It is also the case with the newly released Christmas 
catalogues by BR and Toys’r’us. In BR’s ‘Ønskebogen’ 
examples of a boy is shown playing with a pink vacuum 
cleaner, or a girl playing with what looks like an 
aggravated dragon. By allowing the children to work 
and experiment within different gender categories, it is 
possible to avoid regulation in the same extent as before. 
A consequence of this also makes explicit other 
“outside” positions from the norm, and disrupt the 
gender discourse of status quo.    
It seems that ideas of gender neutrality and gender 
inclusion have become more salient in present day 
society. Egalia has an agenda to proactively spread new 
ideas and to spring roots for other ways of thinking. 
Consequently the movement entails new ideas and ways 
of thinking regarding how we communicate and act in 
different social contexts. Our conduct of everyday life, 
and how we treat children and think about the way we 
influence them are questioned. This means that in order 
to question and show the problems with a 
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heteronormative view and conduct, it is necessary to 
make visible the diversity, that is excluded. Gender 
neutral- and inclusive language are ways in which we 
can see a break with a heteronormative worldview and 
move towards this diversity.  
 
(Fætter BR, 2013: 67) 
 
(Fætter BR, 2013: 57)  
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What role could gender-neutral language 
play in our perception of gender? 
 
“Language is neutral when a single term is used to refer 
equally to all of the different categories of people.” 
(Marinucci, 2010: 72). This notion of referring equally 
to all, is one that entails breaking with gendered 
performative acts and leaving us free to express 
individuality that exceeds the heteronormative matrix. 
The introduction of gender neutrality to contemporary 
society has been met with many differentiating opinions, 
a salient and still unfolding and evolving debate. Some 
find themselves unable to grasp the need for such an 
approach, labelling it extreme, meaningless and in 
conflict with our very nature. Mimi Marinucci describes 
the need for such gender-neutral linguistic approaches as 
follows: “Granting linguistic priority to any one social 
group sends a powerful message about who matters and 
who does not.” (ibid.: 71), the underlying meaning of 
which is that gender specific language establishes 
inequality, rendering one sex less meaningful than the 
other. Judith Butler speaks of this uneven, linguistic 
power struggle as well when drawing on certain 
examples of feminist linguistic theory. She thereby 
tackles the issue from a feminist point of view, speaking 
of an exclusion of the feminine from language. She does 
so with a focus on language’s place within a masculine 
discourse, stating that the current state of language 
serves a masculine purpose: 
 
 
In opposition to Beauvoir, for whom women are 
designated as the Other, Irigaray argues that both the 
subject and the Other are masculine mainstays of a 
closed phallogocentric signifying economy that 
achieves its totalizing goals through the exclusion of 
the feminine all together. (Butler, 1990: p. 13). 
 
 
Through this exclusion, the feminine sex becomes 
subordinate, a group whose ‘identity’ can only be 
determined through an understanding of what it is not 
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(masculine that is). In other words: This male oriented 
language renders the feminine into an ‘other’, the 
understanding of which can solely be determined 
through an examination of its exclusion. This exclusion 
can be viewed as part of a masculine discourse, serving 
a masculine agenda. Gender-neutral efforts can thereby 
be viewed as attempts to break with or manipulate with 
this discourse, a manifestation of which can be seen in 
the Swedish kindergarten Egalia. This being an 
institution, constitutes a reflection of a new political 
discourse pressuring existing masculine, political 
discourses on to new paths in an overall attempt to alter 
a societal gender-oriented mindset, which, by Egalia and 
others, is considered wrong. In Gender Trouble Butler 
examines Monique Wittig, the theories of whom draw 
parallels to the thoughts of gender-neutral efforts, stating 
that: 
 
 
The linguistic fiction of “sex,” (…) is a category 
produced and circulated by the system of compulsory 
heterosexuality in an effort to restrict the production 
of identities along the axis of heterosexual desire. 
(ibid.: 36). 
 
Again there is a salient political discourse or agenda in 
place, which serves a heteronormative purpose. A 
discourse that gender neutrality is attempting to disrupt. 
Within the domain of language, Egalia is making strides 
for alterations. In a statement of intent, Egalia expresses 
the following approach to the issue of language: 
 
We try to use gender-neutral words or proper nouns 
and thereby reduce the amount of gendered 
expressions. In regular language we would rather 
use “Alfred’s” and “Elin’s” instead of “his” and 
“her.” We do not shout “come on boys/girls” but 
rather gender-neutral words like “buddies” and 
proper nouns. (attachment). 
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This coincide with the thoughts of Marinucci who, when 
dealing with the subject of gender-neutral pronouns, 
expresses that they are rarely used in today’s society and 
if they are, they are solely used when addressing a 
person for which normal gender classification does not 
apply, for instance transgendered. For these minority 
social groups the pronoun ‘hir’ is preferred to ‘him,’ 
‘her’ and ‘his’ while ‘ze’ is preferred to ‘she’ and ‘he’ 
(Marinucci, 2010: 72). This application of alternative 
pronouns can be linked to the methods of a gender-
neutral kindergarten such as Egalia, the approach being 
a method of ridding of gender differentiation through an 
alternative use of language. It is important to make a 
distinction here between gender-neutral language and 
gender inclusive language. 
Where a gender inclusive methods would add ‘hir’ and 
‘ze’ to a vocabulary that already contains the existing 
gender-oriented pronouns, upholding gender roles but at 
the same time rendering them equally important, gender-
neutral language, on the other hand, would entail an 
elimination of these gender-oriented pronouns and 
replacing them with ‘hir’ and ‘ze’. Although both of 
them serve the goal of gaining gender equality they 
differ in method, since gender inclusive language would 
attempt to include all social groups (majority as well as 
minority) and consider them of equal value, gender-
neutral language would strive to delete all gender-
specific terms in language, replacing them with new 
ones wherein a consideration of equality would be 
unnecessary, since equality is the very nature of the 
words. 
Marinucci states that the implementation of such 
(gender neutral) pronouns is considered to be quite 
unsuccessful, she still argues that we are gradually 
moving towards a more gender-neutral language in other 
aspects. An example of this can be seen in relation to 
employment: 
 
(…) new terminology has been introduced to replace 
gender-specific terminology of the past, as with the 
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growing tendency to replace ‘mailman’, ‘fireman’, 
and the like with terms such as ‘letter carrier’, 
‘firefighter’, and so forth. (ibid.: 73). 
 
This new tendency is a result of, and acts as further 
inspiration for, an altering attitude towards the issue of 
gender in language: 
 
Once commonplace, it now seems vaguely offensive 
to draw attention to sex and gender with expressions 
such as ‘male nurse’, and ‘female cop’, which imply 
that it is unexpected and therefore worthy of 
comment […]. (ibid.: 73). 
 
This slight shift in attitude can be seen as part of this 
gender-neutral discourse, insofar as it serves a similar 
goal, namely an establishment of gender equality. The 
gender-neutral kindergarten Egalia therefore acts as part 
of this new societal shift, a new discourse that is both 
influenced by, and acts as further influence on, a societal 
state of mind. Hoping to inspire new ways of thinking, 
or not thinking, gender, Egalia are manipulating the 
heteronormative matrix by eliminating the gendered 
performative acts that are producing and reproducing 
this normative, gender-oriented mindset. 
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GENDER DIVERSITY 
 
 
Throughout the project it was clear, that the ideas and 
strategies of gender neutrality gives a solid base for 
deconstructing frozen stereotypes. It is rewarding to 
regard gender neutrality as a frame of ideas in which 
fruitful changes can be made. It can disrupt 
heteronormative discourses in language and the general 
conduct of everyday life. The concern, however, is: how 
do we, from this new and more open mindset, 
reconstruct gender identities freed from limitations and 
restrictions? If heteronormativity is such an obvious 
limiting factor in our lives - and gender neutrality offers 
an escape - why is the world not already gender neutral? 
What are the challenges which gender neutrality has 
faced and will continue to face in order to gain 
acceptance and societal influence? 
There are multiple answers to these questions. From a 
feminist viewpoint it can be argued that the answer lies 
in certain power structures which require a revolution to 
really change. A great deal of the critique that gender 
neutrality has received has claimed that it is “just 
another” extreme feminist project seeking to eliminate 
“manly men”, and this correlates with the current 
streams of popular critique which concerns the 
feminised system of education where boys are subjected 
to the female world. To this, it has been answered that 
the man in power will use all means to uphold the power 
structure as it is. Some have analysed the critique as 
confirming the male domination and what extents it will 
go to in order to keep women from gaining power. What 
gender neutrality will have to convince people is that it 
is a project for everyone and by everyone seeking to 
eliminate any kind of gender inequality or 
discrimination. This project has specific concerns about 
the future of the movement fighting for gender neutrality 
which will be looked into now. 
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Is the term gender neutrality misleading and is 
there an alternative word that describes the aim 
better? 
 
In this time in modern society where much attention is 
put on the unique value of the individual and standing 
out at all times is more important than being equal to 
others, it is no wonder that gender neutrality is faced 
with resistance. Nobody wants to be neutral. The 
gender-neutral kindergarten has faced much criticism, 
and a lot of it has been directed at their attempt to 
destroy characteristics in each child. The common 
disapproval of gender neutrality is based upon the 
argument of letting girls be girls and letting boys be 
boys. This argument is build upon a general 
misunderstanding of the goals, intentions and 
pedagogical methods of gender neutrality. Gender 
neutrality is attempting to liberate individuals from 
socially constructed norms, by breaking with gendered 
performative acts and thereby confronting the very 
notion of what is ‘normal’. The disapproval towards 
gender neutrality is based on a false understanding that 
traditional gender roles are an inherent part of one’s 
biology and therefore they rebel against the notion of 
gender neutrality since they see it as an inhibiting force 
that keeps individuals from reaching their ‘true’ 
biological destination. This is therefore not solely a 
misunderstanding of the term ‘gender neutrality’, it is a 
lack of understanding regarding gender as a constructed 
and constraining force, which will be explored further in 
the following chapter. 
When examining the misunderstanding of the very term, 
intentions and pedagogical methods of gender neutrality, 
a return to the word ‘neutral’ is needed. As 
aforementioned, no one wants to be neutral, and 
furthermore, the very word is inadequate in regards to 
their intentions since it is not their goal to dress all 
children in earth tones and have them march to the same 
drum, quite the opposite in fact. Therefore this project 
would deem the utilization of a term such as Gender 
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Diversity as preferable, since this makes explicit the idea 
of encouraging individuality in every child.  
 
 
Is gender neutrality in kindergartens effective, 
when the rest of society practices 
heteronormativity?  
 
One of the major issues facing gender-neutral 
institutions like Egalia is the surrounding society, since 
this is still functioning as a norm driven context. Despite 
the institutions best efforts, any child leaving such an 
institution will still be heading towards the normalising 
effects of contemporary society. As Cordelia Fine 
writes: “How should children ignore gender when they 
continually watch it, hear it, see it; are clothes in, sleep 
in it, eat off it?” (Fine, 2011: 239), which emphasises 
the enormous power of the gender-oriented discourse. 
That, put together with children’s overwhelming ability 
to recognise and categorise objects and subjects in an 
attempt to gain an understanding of their surroundings 
and their own place within it (ibid.: 207), constitutes a 
big obstacle for gender neutrality.  
Since gender-neutral kindergartens are such a new 
phenomenon, one can merely speculate about the effects 
of society upon one of these specific ‘gender neutral’ 
children. However, following the theories and findings 
of this project we see gender neutrality as a difficult task 
unless an overall, societal understanding can be 
achieved regarding the constructed nature of gender, an 
understanding of why traditional gender roles are a 
problem and a view upon gender neutrality as a possible 
solution. If these could be achieved then the way would 
be paved for gender neutrality to spread and achieve its 
purpose.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
This project can conclude that heteronormativity is 
contributing to gender inequality and discrimination, 
since it upholds and reinforces the notion of women and 
men being inherently different, that women are good at 
one thing and men at another. Women are accordingly 
viewed as passive, subjective and acts in consideration 
of others. Men on the other hand are active, objective 
and egocentric. This line of thinking results in 
differentiating treatment of the sexes as well as a 
difference in opportunities. This difference is then 
justified by insufficient biological evidence, which do 
not take social influence into consideration as much as it 
deserves. It is important to emphasise the dangers, that 
therein lie, when relying solely on natural science when 
exploring gender difference. Meaning that this project 
finds it important to understand that there is a difference 
between sex and gender, and that one does not 
determine the other. Furthermore, the establishment of a 
‘norm’ entails an exclusion of those, for whom the norm 
does not fit, rendering them, how they are, feel, see the 
world, as not normal.  
Therefore, the root of gender inequality is 
heteronormativity which is produced and reproduced 
through performative acts (subjects performing their 
gender). This performance is based on the abstract use 
of labels in attempts to understand subjects, picking out 
those with shared labels and lumping them into a box 
together, leaving those with different labels standing 
outside the box looking in. And vice versa, the “normal” 
subjects looking out upon the “others”, casting 
judgement based upon the constructed and applied 
labels, with which, they are now represented and for 
which they are representations and how those labels are 
not coherent with the labels of the “normal” subjects. 
Yet heteronormativity cannot solely be seen as 
discriminatory for those outside the norm, but also as a 
restriction for those who fit into the norm, since it 
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constrains individualisation and generalises one’s 
identity.  
This project can conclude that a way gender inequality 
can be dealt with is to rid of heteronormativity, which is 
what gender neutrality is attempting to achieve through 
breaking with performative acts, meaning that it is 
attempting to give subjects the freedom to not act their 
sex. It is a way of taking traditional gender assumptions 
out of the equation and thereby ridding of the 
restrictions that such gendered stereotypes bring with it. 
By eliminating gender, subjects are allowed to express 
individuality, the foundation for which will not be 
questioned since the elimination itself constitutes a 
refusal of the term ‘normal’. However, this project has 
found that gender neutrality has flaws, not in goals or 
intentions, but rather in execution. Gender neutrality has 
a branding issue, since those opposed to the notion bases 
their opposition on the idea that gender neutrality is 
attempting to take away the freedom of children to be 
boys or girls. This is a false understanding of the goals 
and intentions of gender neutrality, since their goals are 
the exact opposite, namely to give children the freedom 
to choose not to live up to such norms. Gender neutrality 
can therefore be seen as an attempt of liberation and 
anti-categorisation. Yet, another issue is rooted in the 
insufficient effects that such attempts will have if only 
implemented in kindergartens, which means that it will 
not make much difference on the overall societal norm, 
when children come out of the kindergartens and are 
met by a residual society for which gendered norms are 
still salient. Firstly, such a state would render the efforts 
of gender neutrality upon the subject unsustainable and 
secondly, the subject’s effect on society would prove 
limited. Therefore, acquiring a gender-neutral society 
would require an overall understanding of: 1) that there 
is a problem, 2) what exactly the problem is, and 3) how 
that problem can and should be solved (i.e. gender 
neutrality). Gender neutrality is a different basis from 
which we can work to broaden our views and consider 
the diversity of human expression and impression. 
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This project hereby deems gender neutrality as a 
sensible solution to the gender inequality brought on by 
the heteronormative matrix.  
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APPENDIX 
 
 
Egalia - “Genus Pedagogy” 
 
In the kindergarten Egalia we work gender 
pedagogically. Our goal is to offer all children a full 
living space. All children should have access to and 
rights for all the possibilities in life. 
We find that, in society, when we speak in general terms 
about "male" and female" then these words are strongly 
influenced by myths about gender. In Egalia, we believe 
that the traditional perceptions of "feminine" and 
"masculine" has affected us as humans to separate 
according to gender. We find that even small children 
are aware in society about gender differences and what 
is considered appropriate for boys and girls respectively. 
This limits the life opportunities for men and women 
and we at Egalia regard ourselves as having a crucial 
task in changing this. 
We don't think that equality is something naturally 
given, but something we as a kindergarten consciously 
choose to have and work for. 
We wish to teach and show children that all humans, no 
matter the sex, age, physical and mental functionality or 
ethnic origin should have the same rights, possibilities 
and obligations. 
In Egalia all toys, books, materials and treatment of 
children and pedagogues thought from an equality 
perspective. Egalia has a norm critical approach and we 
wish to work actively on counteracting set-in-stone 
stereotypes. 
Egalia naturally follows the plan of teaching. Every 
week, we have dance and movement, drama play, art, 
language and math. Once a week, the kindergarten has a 
gathering in skills of life where we talk about questions 
of environment, feelings, thoughts and what it means to 
be a good friend. How we communicate about these 
questions depends on their age and level of maturity, but 
as an example we use EQ dolls (dolls without gender 
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traits that can teach children how to read, understand 
and react to emotions), books, games and role play. 
Gender is not a planned activity, not theme work or or a 
project in Egalia. The work with gender and equality in 
Egalia is an approach and a founding set of values which 
permeates the entire institution and education. 
 
"Come on, buddies!" 
We try to use gender-neutral words or proper nouns and 
thereby reduce the amount of gendered expressions. In 
regular language we would rather use "Alfred's" and 
"Elin's" in stead of "his" and "her". We do not shout 
"Come on boys/girls" but rather gender-neutral words 
like "buddies" and proper nouns. 
We write and say rather "parents" or "parent" or use 
their names instead of limiting ourselves to the 
heterosexual norm, "mom" and "dad". At Egalia we 
enjoy playing "mom, dad and kids" as well as "dad, dad, 
baby". "mom, mom, kid" or "far, far, sister, aunt, kid". 
We use children’s literature that include adoptive 
families and donation families, same-sex parents and 
families where the parents are divorced and/or single. 
 
Friendship, Development, Thoughts and Emotions 
At Egalia we encourage children to help each other. We 
consider this to be an important part of the development 
and learning of children. We are attentive to which kids 
revive or ask for help, by whom, with what and why. 
We pedagogues are even attentive to and hold statistics 
for level of speech, addression from pedagogues, 
number of times a child takes the word and number of 
times negative attention is given to who and why. 
 
All children should be offered the technical, logical and 
physical challenges and games and all children has the 
possibility of practicing empathic abilities such as 
caution, helpfulness and caring. Us pedagogues show in 
our daily work that gender has no say in who is baking, 
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doing woodwork, cleaning, doing the dishes, comforting 
or dancing. 
We at Egalia believe that a very important part of 
working with gender(genus work) lies with us 
pedagogues in the shape of behaviour, attitude and 
approach. We adults are generally often the ones with 
the most prejudice and preconceived opinions. The 
educators in the kindergarten have a great responsibility 
in which signals and messages we give to the children. 
Children often don't do as the adults say, but as they 
do… 
In different contexts, we gladly mention that it is 
possible to be in love with someone, regardless of sex. 
Exactly as it is possible to be friends with someone. We 
highly wish to let the children themselves put words on 
the thoughts, experiences and emotions concerning love 
and friendship. 
Egalia undergoes as the first kindergarten in Sweden, 
together with the kindergarten Nicolaigården, the 
LGBT-certificate through RFSL(Swedish Federation for 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Rights). 
At Egalia we try to avoid expectations based on the 
gender of the child. We avoid saying that a child is. 
Children behave, act and do. No matter the gender of the 
child we have no expectations and convictions that the 
child should be more or less willing to e.g. show 
tenderness or bodily intimacy or has more or less of a 
need for it. We recognise and are sensitive to children’s 
feelings and thoughts and the practice putting words on 
those emotions together with the children. We think that 
a child who gains contact with their emotions develop 
versatility and find it easier to find words and solutions 
to e.g. conflicts. We consider feelings such as joy, 
curiosity, fear, anger, disappointment, despair, grief, and 
fear have no gender. At Egalia, all children are entitled 
to all emotions. 
 
 
 
